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TRENDS AND DIFFERENTIALS IN BIRTHS
TO UNMARRIED WOMEN

Stephanie J. Ventura, A.M., Division of Vital Statistics

INTRODUCTION

The continued increase in the number of
births to unmarried women, particularly since
the mid-1960’s when the number of births to
married women began to decline, has led to
widespread public concern and interest in
determining the factors behind the rising trend
as well as the consequences of childbearing by
unmarried women. The purpose of this report
is to describe this trend and to analyze some of
the factors associated with it.

The principal topics covered are trends
and differentials in the incidence of childbear-
ing by unmarried women as measured pri-
marily by the birth rate for unmarried women
(the number of births per 1,000 unmarried
women 15-44 years of age), factors accounting
for the observed trends and variations, and
differences in socioeconomic and health status
between births to unmarried and married
mothers.

For the most part the discussions of trends
extend through the 1976 data year. The sec-
tions of the report covering differentials in
childbearing by unmarried women and charac-
teristics of infants born to these women, how-
ever, are based on data for 1975, the most
recent year for which data were available when
this report was written.

In this report the term “illegitimacy” is
used interchangeably with ‘births to unmarried
mothers,” “out-of-wedlock childbearing,” and

variations of these terms. The latter terminol-
ogy may be preferable to “illegitimacy” because
it focuses on the legal marital status of the
mother rather than on the “legitimacy status’’
of the newborn infant. However, references to
“births to wunmarried mothers,” ‘out-of-
wedlock” births, “out-of-wedlock childbearing
rates,” and so forth are cumbersome, particu-
larly in an extensive text such as this one. For
this and other reasons the use of the term “ille-
gitimacy” is widely accepted and used by other
researchers in this area.l®

Illegitimacy is defined by State statute.
Generally a child is classified as legitimate if
he or she was conceived or born during lawful
wedlock, regardless of whether or not the
mother’s husband was the child’s biological
father.

There are variations from State to State in
the wording of the legitimacy status item.
Most States, however, have adopted the wording
included in the 1968 revision of the U.S. Stand-
ard Certificate of Live Birth: ‘Legitimate
(specify yes or no).” Some States ask, “Is
mother married?” or some variation of this
wording. Although no systematic analysis
has been conducted of the effect on illegiti-
macy statistics of these differences among
States in the wording of this item, it is believed
to be inconsequential. Beginning in 1978, most
States have modified the wording of the item
to ask “Is mother married?” as recommended
by the 1978 revision of the U.S. Standard
Certificate of Live Birth.



SOURCE OF DATA AND
METHODOLOGY

The source of data for this report is the
certificate of live birth filed for each child
bom in the United States. In 1976 the birth
certificates of 38 States and the District of
Columbia included an item asking for the
legitimacy status of the child.

Over the years included in this study the
number of States asking for the legitimacy
status of the child has changed little. At one
time, during the 1930’s, the reporting of legiti-
macy status was nearly universal. However,
during the 1940’s a number of States removed
the item out of concern for its confidentiality.
Most States now include a separate confidential
section on their certificates where the legiti-
macy item 1is located and take additional
precautions to safeguard the privacy of the
child and the mother.

The quality of illegitimacy statistics is
affected by the completeness of birth regis-
tration as well as by the accuracy with which
the legitimacy item is completed. However,
for the more recent period covered by this
report (1950-76), it is estimated that more
than 97 percent of all births occurring in the
United States were registered. Thus it is unlikely
that improved reporting could account for any
part of the observed increase in illegitimacy.

No attempt has been made to evaluate the
quality of reporting for the legitimacy status
question. It is impossible to say whether the
quality has varied over time, yet it is probable
that variation In accuracy exists among dif-
ferent segments of the population. For exam-
ple, many assume that there is more falsifica-
tion of legitimacy status among white women
and women of higher socioeconomic status
than among black women and women of lower
income. It has also been argued, however, that
since accurate registration of legitimacy status
is necessary to facilitate adoption, white women
are less likely to falsify their children’s legiti-
macy status, since a much higher proportion
of white than of black out-of-wedlock babies
are adopted.®

With respect to the validity of the legiti-
macy status item as an accurate measure of

illegitimacy in the reporting area,® an inde-
pendent study was conducted for a sample of
1973 births to infer the legitimacy status of
births occurring in the reporting States by
comparing the mother’s, child’s, and father’s
surnames as reported on the birth certificate.”
That inferential study estimated that 71,605
illegitimate births occurred in the sample,
whereas the number of registered illegitimate
births totaled 71,241. Thus, the inferential
method differed from the birth certificate
item by only 0.5 percent. (See appendix III
for a complete description. of this study.)

It was noted earlier that only 38 States
and the District of Columbia reported legiti-
macy status in 1976. Among the nonreporting
States are New York, California, and Massa-
chusetts, together accounting for 20 percent
of all births in that year. In order to have
national figures on illegitimacy, estimates
are prepared for the number of illegitimate
births occurring in these and other nonreport-
ing States as a group. (Appendix table V shows
the reporting status of each State.) To obtain
national estimates, all States are grouped into
nine geographic divisions. The combined ratio
of illegitimate births per 1,000 total live births
for all reporting States in a single division is
then applied to all the live births occurring to
residents of that division. This yields an esti-
mate of illegitimate live births for the geographic
division. This procedure is applied separately
to white, black, and other births. The sum of
these estimates for the nine geographic divi-
sions makes up the estimate for the United
States.

This method assumes that the nonreporting
States in a given geographic division have the
same proportion of births that are illegitimate
as the reporting States in that division. The
reliability of the estimates is therefore influ-
enced by the proportion of all births that are

2In this sense, ‘‘validity” refers to the consistency
between the information reported in the legitimacy
status item and the inference based on the names of the
mother, father, and child. It is not possible to detect
from this procedure inaccuracies that arise from deliber-
ate falsification of both the legitimacy status item and
the names.



to residents of the reporting States in each
geographic division. In some divisions this
proportion is small, particularly in the New
England, Middle Atlantic, Mountain, and Pacific
Divisions. Thus it is not advisable to estimate
the number of illegitimate births for any in-
dividual nonreporting State from this method.
With respect to the validity of the national
estimates of illegitimate births prepared by the
National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS),
an independent estimate of these births was
made for 1975. This method, described in
detail in appendix IV, involved combining the
numbers of illegitimate births registered in
the legitimacy-reporting States with the num-
bers of illegitimate births inferrred by the
individual nonreporting States. The independ-
ent estimates ' of illegitimacy were remark-
ably consistent with the results obtained by
the usual NCHS estimation procedure for all
births. Estimates by race indicated that the
usual estimation procedure undercounts the
number of white illegitimate births somewhat
and overstates the number of illegitimate births
of all other races slightly. Nevertheless, con-
sidering that the inferential procedures are
themselves subject to error, the usual estimation
procedure seems to be reasonably accurate at
the national level. This aspect is discussed in
detail in Chamblee’s thesis (see reference 7).

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

The risk that an unmarried woman will
give birth to a child has declined fairly steadily
since 1970. This risk, as measured by the illegiti-
macy rate, declined from 26.4 illegitimate births
per 1,000 unmarried women aged 15-44 years,
to 24.7 in 1976. During this same period,
however, all other measures of illegitimacy have
increased considerably. The number of out-of-
wedlock births rose from 398,700 in 1970 to
468,100 in 1976, an increase of 17 percent.
This increase occurred during a period of gen-
erally declining fertility (principally among
married women), when total births declined by
15 percent. Therefore, the proportion of all
births that were illegitimate increased from
10.7 percent in 1970 to 14.8 percent in 1976.

The declining rate of childbearing by un-
married women has not had the effect of reduc-
ing the number of illegitimate births during
this period for several reasons. There has been
an increase in the population of unmarried
women of all ages, and although the illegiti-
macy rate has declined for most age groups,
it has increased for teenagers, particularly for
those aged 15-17 years. The rate for the latter
group rose from 17.1 per 1,000 in 1970 to
19.3 in 1976. The trend in the illegitimacy
rate for teenagers is critical because the over-
whelming majority of teenagers are unmarried
and thus “at risk” of giving birth to a child
out of wedlock. In addition teenage girls 15-19
years of age compose about one-half of the
unmarried female population aged 15-44 years
and account for half of all illegitimate births.
Because of these factors it is not likely that
there will be a decline in the total number of
illegitimate births in the near future unless the
recent trends in teenage illegitimacy rates are
reversed. A number of factors associated with
the trends in the teenage illegitimacy rate are
considered in this report, including the inci-
dence of premarital intercourse, the use of
contraception, and the use of abortion.

There is a larger incidence of illegitimacy
for the black population than for the white.
This is true regardless of the measure used. A
number of factors are examined, but a substan-
tial racial difference persists, with the measure
for the black population being several times
larger than that for the white population.

Out-of-wedlock childbearing is becoming
increasingly  concentrated among teenage
mothers. In 1975 an estimated 52.1 percent of
illegitimate infants were born to mothers under
20 years of age. This proportion was 50.1
percent in 1970 and 44.4 percent in 1965.
Because of this concentration of young mothers,
the majority of illegitimate births—61.8 per-
cent—were first births in 1975. Since unmarried
mothers are more concentrated in the teenage
group, they are less likely to have had the oppor-
tunity to complete high school: in 1975, 40.3
percent of unmarried mothers compared with
76.0 percent of married mothers had done so.
It is clear that unmarried mothers are thus at a
definite disadvantage socially and economically
because of their lower educational attainment.



Four health factors in childbearing are con-
sidered in this report. It is shown that illegiti-
mate infants are far more likely to be of low
birth weight—2,500 grams or less (5 pounds
8 ounces or less)—than are legitimate babies
(12.9 percent compared with 6.5 percent in
1975).

Unmarried mothers are more likely to have
begun prenatal care late in pregnancy and to
have made fewer prenatal visits than are married
mothers. In 1975, 16.2 percent of unmarried
mothers compared with 4.3 percent of married
mothers began prenatal care in the last trimester
or had no care at all.

The only health factor considered in this
report for which there is now virtually no dif-
ference between legitimate and illegitimate
babies is the attendant at birth. In 1975, 99.0
percent of legitimate births and 98.4 percent of
illegitimate births were attended by physicians
in hospitals. These figures reflect a substantial
increase in the level of hospital deliveries for
out-of-wedlock babies since 1964, when 89.1
percent of these infants were delivered in
hospitals.

Although spontaneous fetal deaths are
substantially underreported, there is nonethe-
less a considerable difference in the incidence
of reported fetal deaths according to legitimacy
status. In 1975 the fetal death ratio (fetal
deaths per 1,000 live births) was 15.9 for
illegitimate births—56 percent greater than
that for legitimate births, 10.2.

The measurement of out-of-wedlock child-
bearing in terms of both the number of illegiti-
mate births and the population at risk of bearing
an illegitimate child is considered in detail in
this report and in the appendixes. It is con-
cluded that although there are shortcomings in
the present estimates by the National Center
for Health Statistics, they are adequate to
analyze national trends and differentials in
illegitimacy.

THE BIRTH RATE FOR UNMARRIED
WOMEN: NATIONAL DATA

The Trend Since 1940

Trends in the rate of childbearing by un-
married women for the United States are now

available for a 36-year period. Although all
States were in the birth registration area by
1933, estimates of out-of-wedlock births for the
States not reporting legitimacy status were not
made until 1938, and a consistent series of birth
rates for unmarried women has been available
only since 1940.

The birth rate for unmarried women for
the United States increased relatively rapidly
from 1940 to 1957 from 7.1 to 21.0 births
per 1,000 unmarried women of childbearing
age, an average annual increase of 0.8 births
per 1,000. The rate continued to increase in
the next 8 years but at a much slower pace—
from 21.0 in 1957 to 23.4 in 1965, an average
increase of 0.3 births per 1,000 per year. The
period from 1965 to 1970 was again marked by
a rapid increase in the illegitimacy rate. The
rate rose in every year except one by an average
of about 0.6 births per 1,000 per year, from
23.4 in 1965 to 26.4 in 1970. Since 1970
there has been a fairly steady decline in the
illegitimacy rate, except that in 1975 the rate
increased somewhat over the 1974 level. The
rate in 1976 was 24.7.

Rates by Race and Age of Mother

Birth rates for unmarried women by color
were prepared for the first time for an earlier
NCHS report® on the subject. The procedures
used for estimating the population denomi-
nators for these rates are described in appendix
II of this report. Rates by color are available
for 1940, 1950, and annually since 1955.
Rates by race are available since 1969, the first
year for which illegitimacy statistics for the
black population were compiled.

There continue to be wide differences in
the incidence of out-of-wedlock childbearing
between white women and women of all other
races (figures 1 and 2 and table 1).> From
1940 to 1960 the rate for white women in-
creased from 3.6 to 9.2, and the rate for women
of all other races rose from 35.6 to 98.3. During
this period the rates for women of all other
races were 10 to 11 times the rates for white

bAs used in this report, the term “‘all other” refers
to the combined grouping of all races other than white.
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Figure 1. Estimated birth rates-for unmarried women by age of mother and color: United States, 1940, 1950, 1955-76

women. Between 1960 and 1970 the color
differential (defined as the ratio of the rate
for all other women to the rate for white women)
declined because the rate for white women
generally rose during this period while the rate
for all other women fell. In 1965 the rate for
all other women was 97.4, or slightly more
than 7 times higher than the rate for white
women (11.6). Between 1965 and 1970 the
rate for white women increased by about
20 percent to 13.9 while the rate for all other
women declined by nearly 8 percent to 89.9.
Thus the color differential was reduced consid-
erably by 1970 when the rate for all other women
was about 6% times the rate for white women.
The rates for both white and all other women
declined between 1970 and 1976: in 1976
the rates were 12.7 and 78.1, respectively.
The color differential continued to decline
slightly in the most recent period because
the rate for white women declined less (by

9 percent) than did the rate for all other women
(by 13 percent).

The illegitimacy rates for each age and color
group indicate that the trends were generally
similar for white and all other women of the
same age during the periods from 1940 to 1960
and from 1970 to 1976 (figure 2 and table 1).
Between 1960 and 1965, the rates for white
women in all age groups generally increased
while those for all other women under 30
years of age decreased slightly. Rates for all
other women 30 years of age and over in-
creased during this period. There was no con-
sistent trend in the age-specific rates for white
women between 1965 and 1970—some increased,
some decreased. For all other women, however,
the trend was down for each age group except
for the teenagers. Since 1970, all the rates
have declined except for white women aged
15-19 years. Rates for white teenagers have
continued to increase since the early 1960,
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Figure 2. Estimated birth rates for unmarried women by color: United States, 1940, 1950, 1955-76

although the rate of increase has slowed down
considerably since 1970. During the period
1960-70 the rate for white teenagers increased
by an average of 6% percent per year; since
1970, the increase has averaged only about
2 percent per year. However, among young
white teenagers 15-17 years of age, the illegiti-
macy rate increased considerably between 1970
and 1976—from 7.5 to 9.9, an increase of
about 5 percent per year.

By 1976 the age-specific rates for white
women (except for teenagers) were sharply
down from the 1970 levels. The declines ranged
from 28 percent to 32 percent for women
aged 20 years and older.

The 1976 age-specific rates for all other
women were also reduced from the 1970 levels.
The decline was only about 7 percent for
teenagers, but for the other age groups, the

declines ranged from 15 percent (women 20-24
years) to 41 percent (women 35-39 years).

Illegitimacy rates for black women have
been available since 1969. In general the rates
for black women are slightly higher than for
all other women, and the trends in rates for
these two groups are parallel.

The Teenage Rate

It is popularly believed that teenagers have
the greatest risk of bearing an out-of-wedlock
child. This is because more than 50 percent of
out-of-wedlock births are to women under
20 years of age. Actually, though, teenage girls
overall have the lowest illegitimacy rates (num-
ber of births per 1,000 unmarried women) of
any age group under 30 (women under 30



give birth to more than 90 percent of all out-of-
wedlock babies). However, it is also true that
the teenagers have been the only group to show
a persistent rise in the illegitimacy rates, from
22.4 in 1970 to 24.0 in 1976, an increase of 7
percent. In contrast, rates for other age groups
have dropped very sharply since 1970, ranging
from 16 percent for women 20-24 years to
35 percent for women 35-39 years. The result
of these divergent trends has been that the
illegitimacy rate for teenagers is now close to
that for women In their twenties, and if recent
patterns persist, it may reach the level of the
rates for women 20 and over in a few years.
In fact, the rate for older teenagers, 18-19
years of age, is now higher than the rate for
any other age group of women. Although the
levels of the age-specific rates for white and
all other women differ widely, the trends just
described apply in general to women of both
color groups.

Since teenagers have been the one group
not to follow the general downward trend in
illegitimacy rates observed in recent years, it is
useful to examine rates for separate age groups
within the teenage years in an attempt to
determine if one particular age group is respon-
sible for the increase. Illegitimacy rates for the
age groups 15-17 and 18-19 years for 1966-76
are shown in table 1. The rate for the 15-17-
year-olds increased somewhat, and the rate for
18-19-year-olds declined only slightly between
1970 and 1976, a period during which rates for
all other ages declined considerably.

The incidence of illegitimacy among 18-19-
year-olds was nearly twice the level for women
15-17 yearsoldin 1970. By 1976 the differential
between older and younger teenagers had
declined somewhat as aresult of the considerably
faster rate of increase in the rate for young
teenagers.

Birth rates for unmarried black women
were substantially higher than the rates for un-
married white women in both age groups. For
15-17-year-olds the rate for black women was
74.6 in 1976 compared with 9.9 for white
women. For 18-19-year-olds the rates were
121.6 and 17.0, respectively. Since 1970 the
rate for white women 15-17 years of age in-

creased 32 percent (from 7.5 to 9.9) while the
rate for black women of the same age declined
4 percent from 77.9 to 74.6. Rates for 18-19-
year-old women of both races fell between 1970
and 1976 by only 3 percent for white women
and by 11 percent for black women.

It is evident that the younger teenagers are
primarily responsible for the persistent rise in
the illegitimacy rate for 15-19-year-olds and that
this trend is far more pronounced for white
teenagers 15-17 years of age than for black
teenagers of the same age group.

Sexual Experience, Contraception,
and Abortion

The combination of increasing teenage
out-of-wedlock birth rates and increasing num-
bers of unmarried women has resulted in an even
greater escalation in the annual numbers of out-
of-wedlock births to women under 20 years of
age (table 2). Illegitimate births to all other age
groups have risen, too, but it is the births to
teenagers that have constituted an increasing
proportion of the total, in 1976 accounting for
50.3 percent of all out-of-wedlock births.

With these facts in mind it is appropriate
to examine some of the factors that influence
the levels of childbearing among unmarried
teenagers. In this section the increased propor-
tion of teenagers who are sexually experienced,
the use of contraception and abortion among
teenagers, and the possible compensating effects
these factors might have had on the most recent
trends in out-of-wedlock childbearing will be
examined.

It appears that the growing rate of out-of-
wedlock childbearing among women under 20
years of age, particularly young teenagers, is
related to the sizable increase in the proportion
of sexually experienced teenagers. In a study
recently completed, Melvin Zelnik and John F.
Kantner document widespread increases be-
tween 1971 and 1976 in the proportion of
never-married women of 15-19 years who
have had sexual intercourse.® The proportion
of sexually experienced 17-year-olds, for ex-
ample, increased by 54 percent, from 26.6
percent to 40.9 percent. An increase in sexual



activity was measured for both white and
black women, but the increases were sub-
stantially higher among white women at all
ages except for 15-year-olds. They also found
higher proportions of teenagers reporting
more consistent use of contraception and
increased use of the more effective medical
methods (oral contraceptives and intrauterine
devices). These findings would tend to indicate
that teenagers, while more exposed to the risk
of pregnancy because of increased sexual activ-
ity, have also moderated this increased risk by
using contraception more effectively and
consistently.

An earlier study by Zelnik and Kantner
showed that high rates of premarital intercourse
among teenagers are associated with fairly
high levels of premarital pregnancies.10,11
Their 1971 survey found that of teenage girls
who had had premarital intercourse 28.7 per-
cent had experienced a premarital first preg-
nancy. The proportions for white and black
teens were 23.3 percent and 46.2 percent,
respectively. A key finding in the 1976 Zelnik
and Kantner study was that for most teenagers
there remains a gap between the time of first
intercourse and the first use of contraception,
and that ‘““those who delay the use of con-
traception are much more likely than those
who do not to have had a pregnancy.” (See
page 71 of reference 9.) Thus there continues
to be a considerable degree of risk-taking by
unmarried teenagers who have had intercourse.
This no doubt is a key factor in the continued
high level of childbearing among unwed
teenagers.

Thus the very large increase in the out-of-
wedlock birth rate for white women 15-17
years old between 1971 and 1976 (34 percent)
is consistent with the even larger increase in the
proportion of sexually experienced never-
married women of that age group (45 percent).
The increases in the proportions of sexually
experienced women 18-19 years of age were
considerably smaller, and they were not re-
flected in the changes in the illegitimacy rates,
which declined for both white and black women.
However, the inconsistency for the older teen-
agers may result from the far greater levels of
contraceptive use among this group than among
young teenagers and by the significant improve-

ment among all teenagers in effective con-
traceptive practice between 1971 and 1976.

Legalized abortion appears to have been
responsible for a considerable portion of the
overall decline in fertility in recent years.
Christopher Tietze has estimated that about
one-fifth of the national decline in total births
between 1969 and 1973 was accounted for by
legal abortions that replaced live births.!2
However, this proportion is lower than might
be expected because a large portion of the
legal abortions performed then constituted
replacements for illegal abortions. (For addi-
tional evidence on this point, see references 13
and 14.) In addition the use of legalized abor-
tion was substantial in only a few areas.

More recently, there is evidence both in
the age and marital status distributions of
abortion patients and in the trends in the
illegitimacy rates for teenagers that abortion
has acted to restrain and partially halt what
had been a rapidly increasing rate of out-of-

‘wedlock childbearing. Data from the Center

for Disease Control’s Abortion Surveillance
Reports and the Alan Guttmacher Institute
indicate a continued high level of use of abor-
tion by teenagers—in 1975 about one-third
of all abortions, or about 342,300, were ob-
tained by teenagers. The rate of abortion use
by teens increased from 19 abortions per 1,000
women aged 15-19 in 1972 to 32 in 1975,
and the abortion ratio for this age group in-
creased during this period from 250 abortions
per 1,000 live births to 5611617 (see reference
15 for other data on this point).

Data from the same sources show also that
almost three-fourths of all abortions were ob-
tained by unmarried women in 1975. This is a
continuation of the increase in the proportions
of abortions to unmarried women observed in
previous years. The distribution of abortion
recipients by race shows a steady increase in
the percent of abortions to women of all other
races. These women are more likely to have
their pregnancies terminated by abortion than
are white women, according to data from the
District of Columbia apd 18 of the 26 States
that had data on this topic.

A review of recent trends in the out-of-
wedlock birth rates for teenagers suggests
strongly that abortion has had a key role in



holding back the previously escalating illegiti-
macy rates for women under 20. From 1966
to 1973, the year the Supreme Court declared
anti-abortion statutes unconstitutional, the
illegitimacy rate for 15-19-year-old women
increased from 17.5 to 22.9, or an average of
about 4.4 percent annually. A projection of this
trend to 1976 would give an expected teenage
illegitimacy rate of 25.9. Instead, in the 3 years
after the Supreme Court decision, the rise ‘in
the teenage illegitimacy rate averaged only 1.6
percent annually " to 24.0. The situation is
similar for illegitimacy rates for teens 15-17
years of age and 18-19 years of age. The rates
rose sharply between 1966 and 1973 and since
then have increased relatively little. The greater
use of abortion by pregnant teenagers of all
other races compared with white teens is re-
flected somewhat in the decline since 1972 in
the illegitimacy rates for women of all other
races 15-19 years of age on the one hand, and
the continued increase in the rates for white
teenagers on the other.

Although it is difficult and perhaps impos-
sible to be precise about the impact of legalized
abortion on out-of-wedlock childbearing, the
available data seem to indicate that abortion
has at least had a restraining effect on what had
been a steady upward trend in illegitimacy
among teenagers.

Effect of Including Separated
Women in the Denominator of
the Out-of-Wedlock Childbearing
Rate

There has been increasing discussion in
recent years over which groups of women
should be included in the denominator used
for computing birth rates for unmarried women.
The denominator used by NCHS in computing
these rates consists of single (never-married),
widowed, and divorced women 15-44 years of
age. Some researchers believe that women
separated for a long period of time should be
included in the denominator as well; these
women, it is said, are exposed to the risk of
giving birth to an illegitimate child.3,5.18 It
may be worth noting at this point that the
vast majority (a minimum of 80.3 percent in

1973) of illegitimate births occur to never-
married women.”

Separated women are not included in the
denominator for a number of reasons.!® In
general, a child’s legitimacy status is determined
on the basis of the marital status of the mother.
For a large number of States it is required that
if the mother is married the name of the husband
be entered on the birth record as the father
unless or until there is a court order determining
paternity to be otherwise. Additionally, most
States have adopted the concept that a child
is legitimate if he or she was conceived or born
during lawful wedlock, regardless of whether or
not the husband was the child’s biological
father. This is the strictly legal aspect of the
issue; that is, separated women, even those
separated permanently or for an extended
period of time, are nevertheless married, and
any children they bear are assumed to be
legitimate.

Although separated women are exposed to
the risk of bearing children by men other than
their husbands, it must be recognized that a
certain proportion of them will list the legal
husband as the father on the birth certificate,
thus virtually assuring that their babies are
reported as legitimate. In addition, some women
who have been separated for a long period may
have established a stable common-law relation-
ship, and their births will probably be reported
as legitimate. The difficulty is that there are no
firm statistics on the relative proportions of
separated women giving birth to acknowledged
illegitimate babies compared with reported
legitimate babies. And finally, there are prob-
ably some separated women who have babies
fathered by their legal husbands.

For illustrative purposes out-of-wedlock
birth rates have been computed for the years
1970-75 including separated women in the
denominator (table 3). The principal effect
of including separated women in the denomina-
tor of the illegitimacy rate'is to reduce the
levels of the rates (table A), particularly for all
other and black women, because of the rela-
tively large proportion of separated women.
In 1975 rates computed with separated women
included in the denominator were about 6 per-
cent lower than conventionally computed rates
for white women and about 18 percent lower



Table A. Percent difference between birth rates for unmarried
women computed with and without separated women in
the denominator, by age of mother and race: United
States, 1970 and 1975

[Rates are live births per 1,000 unmarried women in specified

group]
All All other
Year and age of mother races White
Total | Black
1975
15-44 years.....c..creene. 8.5 6.3 16.8 18.2
15-19 years 0.8 0.8 0.8 1.1
20-24 years .... 7.0 5.7 12.0 133
25-29 years .... 171 146 27.1 28.4
30-34 years .... 23.2 17.0 41.7 43.7
35-39 years 24,2 204 356.8 37.9
40-44 years 19.2 20.0 38.6 389

15-44 years 6.8 5.0 17.4 184
15-19 years 04 - 0.9 1.0
20-24 years .... 6.0 4.9 125 13.6
25-29 years .... 19.2 14.7 33.3 35.5
30-34 years .... 22.5 186.5 40.3 41.5
35-39 years ... 22.8 14.5 39.1 40.7
40-44 years 17.1 10.0 383 38.5

NOTE: Percents shown indicate the extent to which the
rates computed with separated women in the denominator are
lower than the rates which exclude them.

for black women. Since the inclusion of separated
women in the denominator of the illegitimacy
rate affects all other and black women more
than white women, the color or racial differen-
tial for all ages combined is somewhat reduced
when it is calculated on the basis of the recom-
puted rates. In both 1970 and 1975 the con-
ventionally computed rates for all other women
were about 6% times the comparable rates for
white women. When the recomputed rates are
compared, those for all other women are found
to be slightly over 5% times the rates for white
women.

By age of mother, the effects were greater
for both black and white women 25 years of age
and over. The percent differences in the rates
were less than 1 percent for all teenagers but
increased to 20 percent for white women 35-39
years of age and to 44 percent for black women
aged 30-34 years.
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"It is also useful to examine the trend in the
out-of-wedlock birth rates computed both ways
to determine if the trends are similar or if they
differ. Table B shows the percent changes in
both sets of rates, by age of mother and race,
between 1970 and 1975. The most striking
finding in this table is that the percent changes
in the rates (a decline in nearly every case) are
similar for the two sets of rates. The year-to-year
trends in the two sets of rates are also virtually
identical. Thus, for recent years at least, the
trends for age-race specific illegitimacy rates
computed with separated women in the denomi-
nator are very nearly the same as the trends
observed for the conventionally defined rates.

On the basis of the foregoing analysis and
other research on this issue* it may be con-
cluded that illegitimacy rates based on the con-
ventional definition provide a close approxi-
mation of differing levels of childbearing by

Table B. Percent change between 1970 and 1975 in birth rates
for unmarried women computed with and without
separated women in the denominator, by age of mother and
race: United States

=
Base of rate and All White All other
age of mother races Total | Black
Denominator includes
separated women
15-44 years......ceesens -7.7 || -10.6 | —=10.0 -10.1
15-19 years +7.6 || +10.1 -29 -1.9
20-24 years.... -186 || -30.8 | -13.8 -16.1
25-29 years .... ~-224 || -28.3 | -12.3 -14.1
30-34 years.... ~-33.8 1 -30.8 | -31.9 -31.7
35-39 years..... -34.3 || -33.8 | -33.8 -35.4
40-44 years -276 || -33.3 | -34.8 -31.3

Denominator excludes
separated women

{originally published

rates)

15-44 years....ccoereens -6.1 -94 | -10.6 -10.4
15-19 years +8.0 || +11.0 -3.0 -1.9
20-24 years .... -17.7 || -30.2 | —-14.2 -16.4
25-29 years .... -243 || -284 | -19.7 -22.6
30-34 years.... -33.2 || -29.6 | -30.2 -29.0
35-39 years..... -33.1 (| =289 | -37.2 -38.3

267 || -25.0 | -346 | -308

40-44 years




unmarried women by age and race as well as
indicate the trend in the age-race specific rates
in recent years.

Live-Birth Order and Race

Illegitimacy rates by live-birth order are
computed by relating the number of out-of-
wedlock births of a given birth order to all
unmarried women 15-44 years of age. The birth
order for a given birth refers to all live births—
legitimate or illegitimate—born to that mother.
An illegitimate birth classified as a second (or
higher) order birth may be the mother’s second
(or higher) order illegitimate birth or her first
tllegitimate birth, following one or more legiti-
mate births. It is not possible to determine from
information on the birth certificate which
illegitimate births of second or higher order have
occurred after previous illegitimate births and
which are the first illegitimate children born to
these mothers.

The minimum proportion of unmarried
women who became mothers of an out-of-
wedlock child for the first time in a given year
can be estimated by relating the number of first
births that were illegitimate to the population
of unmarried women. Table C shows the trend
in these rates since 1955 and indicates that in
1976, 1.5 percent of unmarried women became
mothers for the first time. The proportions for
each racial group were 0.9 percent for white
women and 4.5 percent for black women.

The racial differential for the first birth
rate is about half as large as that for second and
higher order births; in 1976 the first birth rate
for black women (45.1 illegitimate births per
1,000 unmarried women 15-44 years of age)
was 5.1 times the rate for white women (8.8);
the rate for second and higher order births
for black women (38.2) was nearly 10 times
that for white women (3.9). This would sug-
gest that the large racial differential observed
for all illegitimate births (6.6 times) results
principally from the far greater incidence of
higher order illegitimate births among black
women than among white women.

The most striking feature of the trend in
the racial or color differential by live-birth

Table C. Estimated birth rates for unmarried women by live-
birth order and race: United States, 1955, 1960, and
1970-76

[Figures for live-birth order not stated are distributed. Rates are
live births per 1,000 unmarried women in specified group]

All All other
Live-birth order and year races White
Total Black
All births
1976 24.7 12.7 78.1 83.2
1975 248 12.6 80.4 85.6
1974 241 118 81.5 86.6
1973 245 119 84.2 89.5
1972 24.9 12.0 86.9 92.2
1971 25.6 12.5 90.6 96.5
1970 26.4 13.9 89.9 95.5
1960 21.6 9.2 98.3 -
1955 193 79 87.2 -
1st birth
1976 15.0 8.8 424 45.1
1975 153 8.8 44.8 47.4
L1277 Z: TSRO 15.0 8.3 45.9 48,5
1973 15.1 83 47.2 50.0
1972 15.4 8.4 48.7 51.6
1971 15.6 8.8 49.7 52.8
1970 16.5 10.0 49.8 52.8
1960 10.6 59 40.0 -
1955 9.7 5.2 36.2 -
Birth of 2d or
1976 9.7 39 35.7 38.2
1975 9.5 3.7 35.6 38.1
1974 9.2 3.5 35.6 38.0
1973 94 3.6 37.0 39.5
1972 9.6 36 38.2 40.7
1971 10.0 3.8 409 43.7
1970 9.8 39 40.1 42.8
1960 11.0 3.3 58.3 -
1955 9.7 2.7 51.0 -

order has been the sharp decline in the dif-
ferential for rates for births of second and
higher orders. In 1960 this rate for all other
women was 58.3, or 18 times the rate for
white women (3.3), compared with the 9-fold
differential in 1976.¢

€Rates for black women are available only since
1969; as a result this discussion is confined to rates for
all other women, which were about 5-7 percent lower
than the rates for black women from 1970 to 1976.
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The differential for first birth rates has also
declined, but not as sharply; in 1960 the rate
for all other women was almost 7 times that
for white women, and by 1976 the differen-
tial was just under 5.

OUT-OF-WEDLOCK BIRTH RATES
BY STATE

Although each State has its own laws and
regulations defining an out-of-wedlock birth,
these differences affect only a minimal propor-
tion of all infants since the vast majority of
out-of-wedlock births are to women who have
never been married. It is possible, though, that
the quality of reporting legitimacy status varies
from State to State and even within States.
For example, it may be easier for a woman to
misrepresent her marital status if she lives in
a large metropolitan area than if she resides
in a small town. Comparisons among geo-
graphic locations should therefore be made
with caution; small differences may not be
significant.

To date it has been possible to obtain
estimates of the number of unmarried women
by age for States for the calculation of illegiti-
macy rates only in census years. The rates
shown in table 4 are average rates for 1969-71,
the numerator being the average number of
out-of-wedlock births in a specified group
for 1969-71 and the denominator being the
1970 population for that group. The average
illegitimacy rate for the total of the 38 report-
ing States and the District of Columbia for
1969-71 was 26.2. The rankings of the States
were greatly influenced by the proportion of
each State’s population that is black, since
rates for the black population are consistently
higher than those for the white population.
Thus the highest rates were found in the States
of the South Atlantic and West South Central
Divisions, which have large black populations.

There has been relatively little change in
the rank order by State in the rates for all
women and for white women from 1960 to
1969-71. Rank-order correlation coefficients
were computed for the relationship among
illegitimacy rates for the 27 States and the
District of Columbia that reported legitimacy
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status in both 1960 and 1969-71. For all women
there was a positive correlation of 0.95 between
the ranks for these two time periods. For white
women the correlation coefficient was 0.80.
It is not possible to compare measures for
black women since the 1960 rates were com-
puted for all other women rather than for
black women.

PREMARITAL CONCEPTIONS
ENDING IN LEGITIMATE
BIRTHS

There are several possible outcomes for a
pregnancy conceived prior to marriage: an out-
of-wedlock birth; a miscarriage, stillbirth, or
abortion; or a legitimate live birth. The latter
results when a premaritally pregnant woman
marries before the birth of her chid. Some
inferential data on premaritally conceived
legitimate births are presented in table D.
These data are based on the June 1975 survey of
trends in childspacing conducted by the Bureau
of the Census. According to table D, the inci-
dence of premarital pregnancy has risen for
white women since 1945, but the proportion
leveled off during the 1960’s and ranged between
13 and 15 percent up through 1970-74. The
proportion for black women increased steadily
over the period of the survey to a level of 20.7
percent for women who first married in 1960-64.
Since then the proportion has declined to about
15 percent.

Table D. Estimated percent of women first married in specified
years whose first child was born less than 8 months after
first marriage, by race: United States, June 1975

Year of first marriage White | Black

T970-74 ..oeecrvecteerneecssesiee s seersn s sansnas s 125 15.0
TOB5-BT ...t sss s snnaes 14.8 14.9
1960-64 12.6 20.7
1955-59 10.3

1950-54 7.3 {1 53
TYAG-49 ....cceviiricecccirrcvieesesiasseanersmmse s snans 5.4

194044 ....unerrineccirrranacsreseesssissensesesseanssasens 4.7 {13'3
1935-39 .ot 5.5

1930-34 ....rmeeceirmeees 5.6 {1 25

SOURCE: Figures based on data in tables 27 and 28 in U.S.
Bureau of the Census: Trends in Childspacing: June 1975.
Current Population Reports. Series P-20, No. 315. Washington.
U.S. Government Printing Office, 1978.



To obtain a minimum estimate of the
proportion of first births conceived out of
wedlock, the percent of first births that were
illegitimate and the percent premaritally con-
ceived (and bom during wedlock) can be summed
as shown in table E for 1972 births.

From these data, derived from the 1972
National Natality Survey,20 it is apparent
that the large color differential in the incidence
of out-of-wedlock conceptions is dependent
mainly on the differential in out-of-wedlock
births. Put another way, by combining all out-
of-wedlock conceptions, not just those bom
out of wedlock, it is seen that the color dif-
ferential is considerably reduced. These data
show that the proportion illegitimate for all
other first births was 52.9 percent, or 4.8 times
the proportion for white first births, 11.0 per-
cent. When all premarital conceptions are in-
cluded in the computation, the differential
is cut almost in half—to 2.7. Thus nearly half
of the difference in out-of-wedlock conceptions
between the white and all other populations can
be ascribed to differences in the timing of
marriage after the discovery of a premarital
conception.

Among teenagers the incidence of pre-
marital pregnancy is extremely high, and nearly
half of all births occur out of wedlock. Addi-
tional data on premarital conceptions are
derived from a study by Melvin Zelnik and
John F. Kantner, based on a survey conducted
in 1976.21 They found that among teenagers
who had had a first pregnancy, more than
three-fourths of these pregnancies were con-
ceived premaritally: the figures for white and

Table E. Percent of 1st births conceived out of wedlock, percent
born out of wedlock, and percent premaritally conceived,
by color: United States, 1972

Premaritally
Total Born conceived
conceived out and born
Color outof || ofwed- | within7
wedlock lock months of
marriage
21.8 11.0 10.7
59,9 52.9 6.9

black women were 73.5 percent and 93.7
percent, respectively. Zelnik and Kantner
also found that white teenagers were much
more likely to marry before the end of the
pregnancy than were black teenagers: 36.5
percent of premaritally pregnant white teens
married before the outcome of the pregnancy,
compared with only 8.8 percent of black teens.

The decline in the racial differential in out-
of-wedlock childbearing in recent years may
have resulted partly because white couples are

-now less likely to marry in order to legitimate

a premarital conception. Evidence for this
shift among teenagers is noted by Zelnik and
Kantner, who report a 29-percent decline be-
tween 1971 and 1976 among white girls aged
15-19 in the proportion that had ever resolved
a premarital pregnancy by marriage prior to the
end of the pregnancy (from 52 percent to 37
percent).?1

OTHER FACTORS AFFECTING
TRENDS IN OUT-OF-WEDLOCK
CHILDBEARING

There is some indirect but persuasive evidence
that changes in what have been called “in-
voluntary controls over conception” may
account for a portion of the increase in out-of-
wedlock childbearing—particularly during the
1940-60 period. Such involuntary controls
include the age at which menstruation begins,
involuntary sterility resulting from venereal
and other (fertility-impairing diseases, and
spontaneous abortion or fetal loss.# Cutright’s
research in this area shows a long-term decline
in the age at which menstruation begins, partly
associated with improved nutrition and health
during childhood. Such a decline would in-
crease the fecundity of young teenage women
and thus augment the risk that premarital
intercourse would result in pregnancy.

Another involuntary control over concep-
tion is sterility attributed to venereal and other
diseases. Birth cohort data can be used to show
the prevalence of childlessness among women
who are past the childbearing ages. Tabula-

tions of women according to the number of

children they have had show, for example,
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that 18.6 percent of women of all other races,
aged 50 years in 1977, had never had any
children. This proportion is considerably lower
than that for comparably aged women in 1960
(29.5 percent), but also somewhat above the
figure for younger women 85 years old in
1977 (12.7 percent).22,23 The trends were
similar for white women 50 years old, except
that the levels of childlessness were generally
lower for white women. It seems likely that
this trend toward fewer childless women, which
until recently represented involuntary child-
lessness for the most part, represents an increase
in fecundity, probably resulting from the
reduced prevalence of venereal and other diseases.
(For additional evidence on this point, see
references 24 and 25.) An increase in the fecun-
dity of the population would presumably
affect both the married and the unmarried
and, again, increase the likelihood that pre-
marital intercourse would lead to pregnancy
and childbirth.

With respect to spontaneous fetal losses,
it is widely accepted that fetal deaths are sub-
stantially underreported.26 Using 1960 data
from New York City’s Health Insurance Pro-
gram, Phillips Cutright has estimated the likely
true levels of spontaneous fetal loss in 1940
and 1960. He concluded that the decline in
spontaneous fetal deaths during that period
accounted for a considerable portion of the
observed increase in illegitimate births, partic-
ularly those to all other women.4

TREND IN NUMBER OF BIRTHS
TO UNMARRIED WOMEN

The estimated number of births to un-
married women in the United States has risen
every year except one since 1940. During the
period from 1940 to 1976 the estimated num-
ber increased by 5 times, from 89,500 to
468,100. (See table 2. Comparable data for
each State are shown in table 5.)

Changes in the number of illegitimate births
result, statistically, from changes in two fac-
tors: first, the ““risk’ that an unmarried woman
will give birth to a child (the out-of-wedlock
birth rate) and second, the size of the popula-
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tion “at risk” (unmarried women of child-
bearing age). The years 1940-76 can be divided
into two separate periods with respect to trends
in these key factors. From 1940 to 1957 the
birth rate for unmarried women rose sharply,
tripling, from 7.1 to 21.0. At the same time
the number of unmarried women actually
declined. Although there was an increase in
the total population of women, a declining
proportion of them were unmarried, causing
the decline in the number of unmarried women.
(Table F shows the increases in the numbers of
women and the declines in the proportions
unmarried for census years 1940-70.) So the
rapid increase in the number of illegitimate
births during these years resulted solely from
the increase in the illegitimacy rate. The rise
in the number of illegitimate births would
have been even larger had the proportions of
women unmarried remained unchanged instead
of declining as they did.

Since 1958 the birth rate for unmarried
women has remained comparatively stable,
increasing by only 17 percent over the entire
18-year period (from 21.2 in 1958 to 24.7 in
1976). However, both the number and pro-
portions of unmarried women have risen sharply.
Beginning in the middle 1940’s and continuing
through the 1950’s the annual number of births
increased; the girls born in those years were
beginning to reach age 15 by 1958, and in
each year thereafter there has been an increase
in the number of women reaching the younger
ages of the childbearing period. In addition
the declining age at marriage observed during
the 1940’s was reversed beginning in the late
1950°s as a consequence of the increasing
proportions of young women remaining un-
married at each age. The increases in the pro-
portions and numbers of unmarried women
have been especially striking for women under
30, the age group that accounted for 93 percent
of all illegitimate births in 1976. Thus the in-
crease in the number of out-of-wedlock births
since 1958 is primarily due to the increasing
number of unmarried women of childbearing
age. The rise in the number of out-of-wedlock
births would have been even larger if the illegiti-
macy rate had continued to increase rather than
leveling off as it did.



Table F. Number of unmarried women and percent of women unmarried in the childbearing ages, by color and age: United States,
1940, 1950, 1960, and 1970

[Populations enumerated as of April 1 for each year]

Color and age 1970 1260 1950 1940 1970 | 1960 | 1950 | 1940
Total Number of unmarried women Percent of all women
in thousands who are unmarried

15-44 years 15,392 | 10,289 | 10,017 ‘ 12,523 36.3 285 293 39.1

15-19 years 8,412 5,565 4,434 5,439 88.7| 84.3 83.3 88.4
20-24 years 3,300 1,686 2,021 2870) 39.5| 305]| 344 48.7
25-29 years 1,194 . 765 1,050 1,461 175 13.8 16.7 25,9
30-34 years 813 688 814 1,016 13.9 113 13.8 196
35-39 years 766 761 830 888 13.4 11.8 14.5 18.5
40-44 years 907 834 868 849 14.7 141 16.9 19.4

White

1544 years 12,923 8,802 8779 | 11,142 | 35.1 27.7 289 39.1

15-19 years 7,210 4,868 3,907 4,863 886 84.3 83.9 8.3
20-24 years 2,790 1,422 1,781 2,699 | 383 2951 344 49.7
25-29 years 949 618 911 1,298 16.0 12.8 16.3 259
30-34 years. 637 559 711 892 12,5 104 13.56 193
35-39 years. 604 631 715 759 12.2 111 14.1 17.8
40-44 years 733 704 753 730 136 133 16.3 18.56

All other

15-44 years 2,469 1,486 1,238 1,381 44| 348 324 39.3

15-19 years 1,202 687 527 576 89.2] 84.2 ] 79.4 81.7
20-24 years 510 264 240 271 475| 378 | 343 404
25-29 years 245 147 138 163 2821 21.1 19.8 25.7
30-34 years 176 129 104 124 | 224 176 16.9 23.0
35-39 years 162 130 115 129 | 21.7 183 18.3 24.0
40-44 years 174 130 115 119 233 21.0} 221 27.9

SOURCES: Figures for 1970 and 1960 based on data in table 203 in U.S. Bureau

of the Census: United States Summary. Census of

Population, 1970, Detailed Characteristics. Final report PC(1)-D 1. Washington. U.S. Government Printing Office, 1973.

Figures for 1950 and 1940 based on data shown in table 102 in U

of population, Pt. I, Census of Population,

OUT-OF-WEDLOCK BIRTHS AS
A PROPORTION OF TOTAL
BIRTHS

Analytical Deficiencies of the Ratio
of Births to Unmarried Women

The ratio of births to unmarried women
(number of out-of-wedlock births per 1,000
total live births) is the measure used to describe
the proportion of all births classified as illegiti-
mate. It is useful in judging the numerical

.S. Bureau of the Census: United States Summary. Characteristics
1950, Vol. Il. Washington. U.S. Government Printing Office, 1953. ch. C.

impact of out-of-wedlock babies on services
provided for the newborn and in identifying
geographic areas and population groups that
have relatively high proportions of out-of-
wedlock births and therefore a greater need for
special services. These are important functions
since the health of these infants is more pre-
carious and their needs for social services greater
than they are for legitimate infants.

However, the illegitimacy ratio has many
shortcomings as an analytical tool. When using
this measure, it is essential to remember that
different factors affect the numerator and the

15



denominator. Out-of-wedlock births (the numer-
ator) are affected by the size of the unmarried
female population and the rate of illegitimacy.
The denominator (the total number of live
births) is largely influenced by the factors that
affect marital fertility, including changes in the
spacing of children, completed family size, and
the proportion of women who are married. If
any of these change, the ratio will change even
if the numerator remains the same.

For example, although the illegitimacy
rate has declined since 1970, the number of
unmarried women has been increasing, and more
children are being born out of wedlock. Simul-
taneously there has been a general decline in
total fertility, associated with the delay of mar-
riage by many women and the decline in the
number of births within marriage. Because of
these factors there has been a sustained rise in
the illegitimacy ratio. Between 1970 and 1976
the ratio of births to unmarried women in-
creased by 38 percent (table 6). The corre-
sponding increases among white and black
women were 36 and 34 percent, respectively.
The three common measures of childbearing
by unmarried women have changed as shown
in table G.

Similarly contrasting impressions of the
incidence of out-of-wedlock childbearing can
be shown with respect to age differentials.
Table 6 indicates, for example, that the illegiti-
macy ratio has been highest at the youngest
ages. In 1976 the ratios were 863.5 for women
under 15 years of age, 402.7 for those 15-19,
and considerably lower for all women over 20.

Table G. Percent change between 1970 and 1976 in 3 common
measures of childbearing by unmarried women by
race: United States

All
races

Measure 1 || White | Black

Number of births to unmarried

WOITIEN coreearereremancesssonisasssannersmnsnnes +17 +13 +20
Birth rate for unmarried
WOMEN tiiteeeeeerineniseesararsscssssnenss -6 -9 ~-13

Ratio of births to unmarried
women per 1,000 total
DIrthS.cccccsinreersesrreercrnneeecessonserssvons +38 +36 +34

Includes races other than white and black.

16

As shown in table 1, however, the illegitimacy
rate has been higher at ages 20-24 and 25-29
than at ages 15-19.

Several factors contribute to the different
pictures presented by the illegitimacy rate
and ratio. Because very few teenagers are married
in comparison with older women, a smaller
proportion of teenage girls are liable to have a
legitimate child. The result is that even though
only a very small percent of the unmarried
women aged 15-19 years have a child (2.4
percent in 1976), a much larger percent of all
births to teenage mothers are classified as out
of wedlock (40 percent of births to 15-19-
year-olds in 1976). In contrast, a large pro-
portion of women 20-24 years of age are married
and having legitimate children. Therefore,
although the unmarried women of this age
have a higher risk of bearing an illegitimate
child than do those 15-19, they contribute
only a small proportion of all births to mothers
aged 20-24 (13 percent in 1976).

Although the shortcomings of the illegiti-
macy ratio impair its usefulness for most analyt-
ical purposes, this measure is helpful in indicating
the proportion of infants requiring special
services. In many cases it is the only measure of
out-of-wedlock childbearing, aside from total
numbers, that can be computed because the
population data needed for computing illegiti-
macy rates are often not available.

Trends in the Out-of-Wedlock Birth
Ratio by Color

Between 1940 and 1950 the ratio of births
to unmarried women changed relatively little,
increasing from 37.9 to 39.8. Since 1950 the
ratio has been increasing annually with only
one or two exceptions.

By 1976 it had almost quadrupled from the.
1950 level, reaching 147.8 (table 6). That is,
nearly 15 percent of the babies born in 1976
were illegitimate. The reasons for the anomalous
situation in which the illegitimacy ratio has
risen without interruption while the rate has
declined in recent years have already been
reviewed.

The ratio for white infants varied little
from 1940 to 1950—ranging between 16.5 and
23.6. Since 1950, however, the ratio has more



than quadrupled, increasing from 17.5 in 1950
to 76.8 in 1976. The period of the most rapid
increase was from 1960 to 1976, when the ratio
rose from 22.9 to 76.8, a gain averaging 3.4
births per 1,000 per year. During the 1950-60
decade the increase averaged only 0.5 illegiti-
mate births per 1,000 per year.

For all other women the illegitimacy ratio
increased only moderately from 1940 to 1950—
from 168.3 to 179.6. Since 1950, however, the
ratio has more than doubled—from 179.6 im
1950 to 451.5 in 1976. The ratio for all other
women has been rising at a steadily increasing
rate since 1950. The increase from 1950 to
1960 averaged 3.6 out-of-wedlock births per
1,000 per year; from 1960 to 1970 the annual
increase averaged 13.4 births per 1,000; and
since 1970 the increase has averaged 17.0
illegitimate births per 1,000 per year.

A comparison of the. out-of-wedlock birth
ratio for white and for all other women shows
that the ratio for all other women has con-
sistently been from 5 to 10 times higher than
that for white women since 1940 (table 6).
The trend in the color differential in the ratio
is similar to that for the rate. That is, in 1940
the illegitimacy ratio for all other women was
8.6 times that for white women (168.3 com-
pared with 19.5). By 1950 the color differential
had increased to 10.3 (179.6 compared with
17.5). The differential declined somewhat in
1960 to 9.4 and declined further in 1970 to
6.2 (349.3 compared with 56.6). In 1976 the
color differential continued to decline to 5.9.

The overall decline in the color differential
since 1950 is due to a more rapid increase in the
ratio for white women than for all other women.
The reasons for the different rates of increase in
these ratios include the more rapid increase in
the out-of-wedlock rate for white women during
this period, affecting the numerator of the
illegitimacy ratio, and the simultaneous sharper
decline in marital fertility for white women,
affecting the denominator.

Out-of-wedlock birth ratios for black births
have been computed since 1969. In general the
trend in these ratios parallels that for all other
births, although the levels are somewhat higher
.for black births; in 1976 the ratio for this
group was 11 percent higher than for all other
births (508.0 compared with 451.5).

Live-Birth Order, Age of Mother,
and Race

Out-of-wedlock birth ratios for first births
have continued to be substantially higher than
ratios for second and higher order births (table
7). In 1976, for example, the ratio for all first
births was 210.7, or an average of more than
two times the ratio for any other birth order
(range from 94.6 to 129.2). In other words,
more than 20. percent of all first births were
illegitimate in 1976 compared with 9-13 percent
of second and higher order births.

During the years 1970-76 the illegitimacy
ratio for first births increased by 23 percent
(171.3 to 210.7); the ratios for second and
higher birth orders increased considerably
more—some by more than 50 percent. Regard-
less of birth order, illegitimacy ratios for black
births are considerably greater than for white
births.

The observations made earlier in discussing
illegitimacy rates by live-birth order and race,
concerning the large racial differential in out-of-
wedlock childbearing, apply also to illegitimacy
ratios: the differential is due primarily to the
far greater levels of out-of-wedlock childbearing
for higher order births among black women
than among white women.

. Illegitimacy ratios by age of mother, live-
birth order, and race have been estimated for
the United States for 1975 as shown in table
H. (Frequencies are shown in table 8.) As
would be expected, the ratios are highest for
first births to very young mothers. First-birth
ratios decline sharply after the teenage years.
Ratios for births to women under 20 are high
for all birth orders. The lowest ratios observed
are for second births to mothers 25-29 and 30-34
years old.

State of Residence

Ratios of out-of-wedlock births for States
and the rank order for 1969-71 are shown in
table 9. If the level of childbearing by unmarried
women as measured by the illegitimacy rate is
positively associated with the level of out-of-
wedlock childbearing as measured by the illegiti-
macy ratio, then the variation in ratios by place
of residence should be similar to the variation
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Table H. Estimated ratios of births to unmarried women by age of mother, live-birth order, and race: United States, 1975

[ Ratios are out-of-wedlock births per 1,000 total live births in specified group}

Live-birth order
All Birth
Age of mother and race births || 1st | 2d | 3d | 4th |ofSthor| Not
birth birth birth birth higher stated
order

Al FEEES L oot eeneteoseo st seneeeseeeasesesesrasmeessmsens 1425 || 206.3 89.0 90.6 | 103.8 123.4 195.6

UNAEr 15 YEAIS.....ccecciiiricesenracssssrsnneiesonsassnaassonssnnsesssansssssassnsesssseorsan 870.1 || 876.8 * - - - *
15-19 years ..... 382.1 (| 401.9 | 300.3 | 355.7 | 397.7 * 387.0
20-24 years ..... 1225 || 123.7 | 100.1 | 154.0 | 2144 239.7 148.3
25-29 years ..... 53.6 46.0 344 60.3 99.5 150.5 77.3
30-34 vears ..... 52,7 529 30.3 376 55.7 109.7 86.6
35-39 years ............ 70.2 73.4 446 423 56.5 97.9 107.3
B0 YEATS AN OVEN ....evveeeceeremererriseerrsssssrsssrsmssiesmasssesssaress sossssnssansnsnsrane 823 || 113.0 776 64.5 56.5 95.5 -
WHITE et ccreriecenereeec et sesnte s e rnte s sann s nsvasncessmmnssnnsnase 73.0 || 1196 34.3 35.8 43.3 55.8 122.5

Under 15 years 709.6 || 695.6 - - - - *
P61 YEArS cecevvrvvveirrcneininrenserrcmsasssnecssnes 229.0 [| 263.7 | 112.7 | 108.9 | 148.1 - 317.2
20-24 YEAIS weceervrrcnvrersanesresnasranisseesosssnsssnmaessns 60.9 73.4 41.5 60.7 87.3 98.0 83.1
25-29 YEAS «oceverereasrirsanersrsnmsassseceesrsssssssnssasssssesnssssnasssssesannssesansasssnren 26.2 28.8 16.0 28.3 44.8 70.3 39.6
30-34 years 27.0 36.9 16.3 19.6 273 50.9 34.9
35-39 years 38.6 55.2 27.0 223 30.2 49.7 -
40 years and OVEr .....ceveeeeeenrisniieerrermnesssnssens 45.9 69.1 46.7 39.2 33.4 438.0 -
BIACK e isseieesssseriniesssastirecsssennressessnenscassnessessranaass sesnsans 4879 || 648.2 | 411.1 | 360.0 | 339.5 308.3 457.3

UNAEE 15 YIS .uemieirrscrestisiserressccsssaeesssssnesssrsssonserssssesmsarasssnssarssssnaes 984.3 || 993.9 * - - - *
15-19 years 768.7 || 8228 | 657.6 | 604.2 | 576.4 * 524.8
20-24 years 429.8 |1 465.1 | 402.2 | 416.4 | 434.0 395.5 4441
25-29 years 2684 || 246.3 | 2224 | 281.8 | 314.8 3311 3223
30-34 years 2410 224.7 | 179.6 | 210.2 | 239.6 299.5 2024
35-39 years .. | 2389 || 171.1 | 147.5 | 206.8 | 256.3 2753 *
A0 YArs @NA OVEI ccvvveeuersseereereeerrrseensssertenessreransesssssonnssenaessssmnsssnssssnses 231.0 * *| 2439 ] 219.3 239.6 -

includes races other than white and black.

in rates (table 4). Rank-order correlation co-
efficients were computed to determine the
relationship between the illegitimacy rates and
ratios in 39 reporting areas for 1969-71. For all
races combined there was a positive correlation
of 0.93 between these two measures. The corre-
lation for the white group was 0.80 while the
correlation for the black group was only 0.55.
The latter was reduced considerably by the
erratic rankings of four States (New Hampshire,
North Dakota, South Dakota, and Wyoming),
each of which had fewer than 100 total black
births in each of the years 1969-71. When the
rank-order correlation coefficient was recom-
puted with these States excluded, the correla-
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tion was increased to 0.69. With the exception
of the four States just listed, only a few States
had marked differences in their rankings.

There has been only a moderate change in
the rankings of the States with respect to the
illegitimacy ratio between 1960 and 1969-71.
Rank-order correlation coefficients were com-
puted for the relationship among illegitimacy
ratios for the 27 States and the District of
Columbia that reported legitimacy status in
both 1960 and 1969-71. For all births there
was a positive correlation of 0.87 between the
ratios for these two time periods. For white
births the correlation was 0.63. Measures for
black births could not be compared since the



1960 ratios referred to ratios for all other
births rather than for black births.

Ratios of out-of-wedlock births by State
and race for selected years from 1940 through
1976 are shown in table 10. Ratios by age of
mother and race for each reporting State for
1975 are shown in table 11.

Metropolitan-Nonmetropolitan
Residence

In 1975 the distribution of out-of-wedlock
births by residence in metropolitan and non-
metropolitan counties was somewhat more
heavily weighted to metropolitan residence than
was the distribution of births to married women.
That is, 67 percent of illegitimate births and 60
percent of legitimate births occurred to residents
of metropolitan counties.

Illegitimacy ratios for births to women re-
siding in metropolitan counties have tended to
be higher than ratios for births to nonmetro-
politan county residents. In 1975 the ratios
averaged 33 percent higher for metropolitan
counties (157.6 compared with 118.4). The
differential by type of residence was greatest
for mothers aged 20-24 years (57 percent)
and then declined with each successive age
group through 35-39 years of age. Detailed
ratios by age of mother and race are shown in
table 12.

Standard Metropolitan Statistical
Areas and Cities

Ratios of out-of-wedlock births by age of
mother and race have been computed for the
25 largest standard metropolitan statistical
areas (SMSA’s) and for all cities with popula-
tions of 100,000 or more in the States report-
ing legitimacy status in 1975. A comparison of
the ratios for all metropolitan counties (table
12), the total of 25 SMSA’s (table 18), and the
total of the 101 large citiesd showed that
regardless of race the proportion of out-of-
wedlock births was highest for the large cities.
Overall, 24.5 percent of all births to residents

dData for the 101 cities are available upon request
to the Division of Vital Statistics, NCHS.

of the 101 cities were illegitimate compared
with 17.6 percent of births to residents of the
largest SMSA’s and 15.8 percent of births to
residents of all metropolitan counties. This
same relationship existed for both white and
black births. When individual central cities were
compared with the SMSA’s of which they are
a part, the illegitimacy ratios for the central
cities were consistently higher than those for

the SMSA’s regardless of race.
There was considerable variation in the

proportions of births that were out of wedlock
from one SMSA to another. For all births, the
percent illegitimate varied from a high of 30.5
percent for the Memphis SMSA to a low of 9.9
percent for the Pittsburgh SMSA. Among white
births the proportions ranged from 10.8 percent
for the San Antonio SMSA to 3.5 percent for
the Birmingham SMSA. The percents for black
births ranged from 61.3 percent (St. Louis
SMSA) to 39.0 percent (San Antonio SMSA).

It is evident that a very large proportion
of births to residents of large cities and SMSA’s
are illegitimate. These births are particularly
likely to need special health and social services.
For those people in the health professions who
must provide immediate care to a mother and
her child there is little reassurance in knowing
that the risk of having a child out of wedlock
has declined in recent years. Even if birth rates
for unmarried women continue to decline
gradually or to level off, there will probably
be larger and larger numbers of mothers and
illegitimate children to care for, in the next few
years at least, simply because the number of
unmarried women is rising rapidly.

CHARACTERISTICS OF
UNMARRIED MOTHERS

Age of Mother

Out-of-wedlock childbearing is becoming in-
creasingly concentrated among teenage mothers.
According to national estimates, more than 52
percent of all illegitimate infants born in 1975
were to mothers under 20 years of age (table J).
In 1970, 50.1 percent of illegitimate births
occurred to mothers in this age group. The
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Table J. Estimated percent distribution of births to unmarried
women by age of mother, according to live-birth order and
race: United States, 1975

[Based only on records for which live-birth order is stated.
Percents may not add to totals because of rounding]

Live-birth order
All Birth
Age of mother and race births 1st of 2d or
birth higher
order
All races ....rvcrreereeecrrenene 100.0 || 100.0 100.0
E

Under 15 Years ....eeeeeveevreeceersnnnnes 2.5 3.8 0.1
15-19 years 49.7 66.7 221
20-24 years 299 235 40.5
25-29 YRAIS eeeeeerervveressnnsecsereesereaees 11.2 4.6 22.0
30-34 years.......... 4.4 1.1 9.8
35 years and over 2.3 0.4 56
White.iereicnremmisssssnneaisssnanisessnns 100.0{| 100.0 100.0
Under 15 Years c...icivvceneessssscenssaas 19 26 -
15-19 years.... 50.4 64.9 15.5
20-24 YEArS ..ccereeeeceerraenenmmmrrernones 29.2 25.3 39.1
25-29 YEArS .ccvrereeecrnmeecsernrraveesnens 114 5.4 26.0
30-34 YearsS..ccoreereeerrencecesroncasnnennns 4.6 1.4 124
35 years and OVer......ceiivcncecinsans 25 0.5 7.2
BlACK cecrrerrernnescerasnmerenseneearinans 100.0(} 100.0 100.0
Under 15 YEars ..ucueeeisiscseeisssenes 29 5.0 0.2
15-19 years... 49.6 68.8 25.8
20-24 years... 303 21.5 41.3
25-29 years... 109 3.7 19.8
30-34 years.......... 4.2 0.8 8.4
35 years and OVer......c.ccuvmreeirnenes 2.2 0.2 4.7

Yncludes races other than white and black.

corresponding proportion in 1965 was 44.4
percent (table 2).

The increasing concentration of illegitimacy
in the teenage years is particularly evident for
white unmarried mothers. In this group, 52.3
percent were teenagers in 1975 compared with
46.7 percent in 1970. The proportion of black
unmarried mothers who were teenagers was
52.5 percent in 1975. It had been 53.3 percent
in 1970.

Overall, out-of-wedlock births are more
heavily concentrated among young mothers
than are births to married women. Of illegiti-
mate births in 1975, 82.0 percent occurred to
mothers under 25 years of age, while only 49.0
percent of legitimate births occurred to mothers
in this age group.
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In the teenage years, illegitimacy presents
particular challenges with respect to the mother’s
and child’s health and the mother’s ability to
cope with the situation economically, emo-
tionally, and socially. As will be seen in later
sections of this report, teenage mothers are
more likely to give birth to infants of Jow birth
weight, are less likely to have had prenatal care,
and are less likely to have completed a high
school education.

Live-Birth Order

More than 60 percent of all out-of-wedlock
births in 1975 were first births (table K). The
preponderance of first births was even more
evident for white infants (70.3 percent) than

Table K. Estimated percent distribution of births to unmarried
women by live-birth order, according to age of mother and
race: United States, 1975

[Based only on records for which live-birth order is stated.
Percents may not add to totals because of rounding]

Live-birth order
All Birth
Age of mother and race births 1st of 2d or
birth higher
order

All races! .oureeeeureeererencrnnas 100.0 || 61.8 383

Under 15 years 1000 || 98.1 1.9
15-19 years 100.0|| 83.0 171
20-24 years . | 1000 484 51.7
25-29 years 1000 | 25.1 74.9
30-34 years 1000 [} 154 84.6
35 years and OVer ........cceueensrsaseneee 100.0 9.7 91.3
White 100.0 || 703 29.6
Under 15 Years.....ccveereesssncessssnnens 100.0 || 97.1 -
15-19 years 100.0 || S0.9 9.1
20-24 years 100.0 || 606 39.6
25-29 years 100.0 || 33.0 67.5
30-34 years 100.0 || 21.2 78.8
35 years and OVer ...cccceemrerereencneancns 100.0 13.0 84.8
Black 100.0 55.5 445
Under 15 years.....cccuimmmmacsssisassnnes 100.0 {| 971 29
15-19 years 1000 || 76.9 23.1
20-24 years 100.0 || 39.3 60.7
25-29 years 100.0 || 18.7 81.3
30-34 years 100.0 10.6 88.5
35 years and OVEr .........occesseessacees- 100.0 5.7 98.1

Yncludes races other than white and black.



for black infants (55.5 percent). As would be
expected, the chances of an illegitimate birth
being the mother’s first child declined sharply
after the teenage years. Of all unwed mothers
under 20 years of age, 83.7 percent gave birth
to their first child. From this level the pro-
portion declined to 9.7 percent for mothers
aged 35 years and over. The corresponding
decline by age for white mothers was from
91.1 to 13.0 percent, and for black mothers
from 78.0 to 5.7 percent.

'Educational Attainment of the
Mother

A comparison of the educational attain-
ment of mothers (table L) shows that, regard-
less of race, unmarried mothers are far less
likely to have completed high school than are
married mothers. These data refer to births
occurring to residents of the 33 States and the
District of Columbia that reported both legiti-
macy status and educational attainment on the
birth certificate in 1975. Among all races 76.0
percent of married mothers compared with
only 40.3 percent of unmarried mothers had
completed high school. The corresponding
proportions for white mothers were 77.3 per-
cent for married women and 40.2 percent for
unmarried women. Among black mothers
67.1 percent of married mothers compared
with 40.2 percent of unmarried mothers had
completed high school.

Concomitantly, unwed mothers were about
twice as likely as married mothers to have had

only an elementary school education. The
proportion of unmarried mothers who had
completed 9-11 years of school was also about
2% times greater than this percent for married
mothers. This particularly large differential
by marital status probably occurs because
unmarried mothers, heavily concentrated as
they are in the teenage years, are very likely
to leave high school prematurely as a result
of their pregnancies. Since unwed mothers are
concentrated in the age group under 20 years,
they are less likely than married mothers to
have had an opportunity to complete high
school. However, even when both age of mother
and race are held constant, it is seen that unwed
mothers were more likely than married mothers
to have completed less than 12 years of schooling
(table M). The differential was fairly small at
ages 17, 18, and 19 and then increased steadily
at ages 20 and over. By age 24 the mothers of
illegitimate births were almost three times
more likely than mothers of legitimate births
to have less than a high school education.

Table N and figure 3 show the percent of
births in 1975 that were out of wedlock by
years of school completed by mother, age of
mother, and race. Figure 3 shows that there
was a consistent pattern, although not one of
steady increase or decrease, in the proportions
of births illegitimate within each age group for
successive categories of educational attainment.
Regardless of age of mother, the percent of
births to unmarried mothers increased from
0-8 years to 9-11 years of schooling and then
declined for births to mothers who completed

Table L. Percent distribution of live births by educational attainment of mother, according to marital status of mother and race: total
of 33 reporting States and the District of Columbia, 1975

[Based only on records for which educational attainment is stated]

All races! White Black
Years of school compieted by mother
Married | Unmarried || Married | Unmarried | Married | Unmarried
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
| ——r | —
0-8 years 5.1 10.6 4.8 121 5.8 9.7
9-11 years 18.9 49.1 179 47.7 27.1 50.1
12 years 46.4 33.0 469 33.0 45.1 329
13-15 years 16.9 6.4 173 6.1 144 6.5
16 years or more 12.7 09 13.1 1.1 7.6 0.8

includes races other than white and black.
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Table M. Percent of live births to mothers who completed less than 12 years of school, by marital status of mother, age of mother, and
race: total of 33 reporting States and the District of Columbia, 1975

[Based only on records for which educational attainment is stated]

All races! JI White Black
Age of mother
Married | Unmarried || Married | Unmarried | Married | Unmarried

Al GBS ..veeeeiireeeeeerrercseerescrssensacessensecsssantesssnansensenss 24.0 59.7 22.8 59.8 32.9 59.7

15 VRIS cueeeeeirireeesraaernireessearansasesreoasersrmnssssossnssarsossasesrerssssnvas 99.1 99.5 99.0 99.6 99.6 99.5
16 years.... 97.2 97.9 97.2 98.4 97.0 97.5
T7 YEAFS cuecireeirecriereisrasriasanessanasessntasaeersenssessnteseteresasesnsasassnne 83.7 83.9 84.0 85.8 80.0 82.5
18 YEars @Nd OVEF ....ceceveruirirserrererserceerssaassssonssesrroscersrsas 21.0 46.0 19.7 46.2 30.6 45.8

T8 YBAIS c.eeeiierrceiirenre s rrereeerseennese nasssessaneeeranansssannansessonuesannnnn 55.4 56.4 55.6 57.8 53.5 55.3
19 years.... 39.8 441 39.8 45.0 39.0 43.3
20 YRAIS coveeetierreeeniersenasisseaiisersmessassnssssosasiessonanseosrnasesssnsarssonans 31.1 411 30.6 415 33.5 40.7
21 years.... 249 40.4 24.0 41.5 30.2 39.7
22 YBATS .eeeeerirsnntererranteesssssentersessenrencasssnrensassasaesssssonenssssonansarsns 20.5 40.8 19.5 41.3 27.2 40.3
23 years.... 17.2 40.7 16.0 40.7 255 40.7
24 years........ 15.1 41.8 139 41.9 23.6 41.6
25-29 years... 12.9 43.3 11.7 419 234 4.1
30-34 years... 174 528 15.6 50.0 32.7 55.4
35-39 years.......... 28.0 62.4 25.2 58.6 45,2 65.0
40 YEars and OVEF....uiicreeireremresiiessssscinssssssmeerasssnsnrsassasnsrssssrases 39.0 69.8 343 63.0 58.4 73.5

Yincludes races other than white and black.

high school. With only one exception, the per-
cents were highest for births to mothers who
completed 9-11 years. The next highest pro-
portion illegitimate was for births to mothers
with an elementary school education or less.

The difference in the proportions for 0-8
years and 9-11 years of education declined with
each successive age. This might be expected
because with increasing age a premarital preg-
nancy is less likely to disrupt a woman’s
secondary school education.

The proportions of births that were out of
wedlock were higher for births to mothers with
13-15 years of education than for mothers who
were high school graduates among mothers 19-21
years of age. Again, a likely explanation for
these women is that premarital pregnancies
occurring while they were in college may well
have caused them to leave college before gradua-
tion. For older mothers the proportions illegiti-
mate declined steadily with each successive
category of educational attainment.

Increased education of the mother is appar-
ently not directly or consistently associated
with lower proportions of births that are illegiti-
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mate for mothers at any age. This lack of associ-
ation results from the complex relationship
between age of mother and risk of premarital
pregnancy, and the likelihood that such a
pregnancy will cause the end, at least temporar-
ily, of the mother’s formal education.

The relationships within each racial group
were similar to those for all births except that
the percents for black births were considerably
higher at each educational attainment and age
group than for white births. '

EDUCATION AS A CONTROL
FOR SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS

It has already been shown that the dif-
ferentials in out-of-wedlock childbearing be-
tween white and black women are large. This
is true regardless of the measure of illegitimacy
that is analyzed. In various sections above, a
number of hypotheses have been suggested to
account for these differences. In a paper on
family formation in the black population,
Zelnik and Kantner suggest other factors that



Table N. Percent of live births that are to unmarried women, by educational attainment of mother, age of mother, and race: total of 33
reporting States and the District of Columbia, 1975

w Age of mother

Years of school All 20
completed by other | ages | 15 | 16 | 17 | 18 | 19 | 20 | 2 | 22 | 23 | 24 | 2529 |years

years years years years years years years years years years years and

over
14.7 70.9 56.4 43.8 34.8 26.3 19.5 14.7 114 8.9 74 5.3 5.9
7.1 49.7 364 26.1 18.9 14.3 9.8 7.0 53 4.0 33 24 2.8
50.0 94.2 89.3 824 72.8 63.0 53.7 47.2 416 36.2 329 27.5 24.8
0-8 Years .cccserrasecsarsasanses 26.4 63.8 45.8 33.5 293 26.9 22.8 21.2 19.7 18.3 16.6 145 14.2
White.... .1 159 43.2 304 20.6 19.4 17.9 15.3 144 124 12.1 10.6 9.1 8.5
62.3 927 82.1 771 68.0 64.7 55.1 51.5 53.1 48.1 47.4 423 35.9
0-117 YEArS eveveararmemarenens 30.7 73.5 57.9 446 35.8 284 24,2 21.9 20.4 18.7 18.3 16.2 14.4
White.... 16.8 525 373 27.0 20.5 15.5 12.3 10.9 10.0 8.9 8.7 7.7 6.9
(23] S 64.7 94.5 90.1 83.1 73.8 65.2 58.8 54.5 50.9 47.1 45.9 41.4 33.0
10.8 54.4 49.7 43.1 33.6 23.8 16.3 11.9 9.2 7.4 6.4 5.2 4.8
5.1 28.6 25.2 23.7 18.7 12.8 8.0 5.5 4.1 3.3 28 23 23
42.1 95.0 87.0 80.2 719 60.6 50.6 44.7 389 33.4 303 26.2 21.8
6.1 - 346 43.3 49.6 33.0 20.6 12.2 7.5 5.1 3.9 2.8 2.7
26 - 15.0 19.6 28.7 17.2 10.2 5.4 3.4 2.2 1.6 1.3 1.3
31.1 - * 83.6 734 63.6 51.9 40.7 324 273 24.2 186 16.0
1.2 - - - - 173 14.2 10.2 6.8 3.3 1.9 0.8 0.8
0.6 - - - - 34 5.9 44 3.7 14 0.8 0.5 0.5
9.2 - - - - * 39.1 33.0 23.8 18.6 133 6.5 43

1Total for years of school completed by mother includes races other than white and black.
Figures for educational attainment not stated are included in totals but are not shown separately.

may account for the persistently higher level of
illegitimacy among black than among white
women.?7 These include differences between
the black and white populations in the severity
of sanctions against illegitimacy and the raising
of a child born out of wedlock. Zelnik and
Kantner point out that black girls have fewer
opportunities for independence than white
girls; motherhood is thus enhanced as a way
for black girls to achieve independence from
parental control. Much of a speculative nature
has been written on these matters. It is very
difficult, however, to quantify the effect of
such factors or to determine their impact on
the racial differential in illegitimacy. It has
also been suggested that differences in socio-
economic status are the basis of much of the
racial differential and that if it were possible
to control for socioeconomic status much of
the differential would disappear. The educa-

tional attainment of the mother is a measure of
socioeconomic status that can be used to test
this hypothesis.

Percent Out of Wedlock by
Educational Attainment of
Mother

Data in table N can be used to approxi-
mate the incidence of illegitimacy according
to the mother’s educational attainment and
age, by race. Overall, the percent illegitimate
in 1975 for black births was 50 percent, or
7 times the proportion for white births, 7.1
percent. The data in this table also show that
while the proportion illegitimate among black
births was consistently higher than the com-
parable proportion for white births, regardless
of educational attainment or age of mother,
the racial differential (the ratio of the black
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1975

to the white measure) was considerably less at
the younger ages and at the lower educational-
attainment categories. Most illegitimate births
occur to mothers in these groups. In order to
determine whether the large overall racial
differential might be the result of differences
between the distributions of black and white
births by educational attainment and age of
mother, the standardized proportions illegiti-
mate were computed to eliminate the influence
of these differences. (See appendix I for a
description of the standardization procedure.)

The standardized proportions illegitimate
for black and white births were computed using
as the standard the 1975 distribution of births
of all races by educational attainment and age
of mother occurring in the 33 States and the
District of Columbia that reported both educa-
tional attainment and legitimacy status on the
birth record. The standardized percents were
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39.4 for black births and 8.0 for white births.
The adjusted racial differential was 4.9, con-
siderably reduced from the unadjusted dif-
ferential of 7.0. This reflects the fact just
noted, that for the young, poorly educated
women who are most likely to bear illegiti-
mate children the racial differential in out-
of-wedlock childbearing is somewhat lower
than it is overall. Since it is in these same cate-
gories that relatively more black than white
births occur, standardization has the effect of
diminishing the overall racial differential.

Out-of-Wedlock Birth Rates by
Educational Attainment of
Mother

It is possible that the effect of educational
attainment on the incidence of illegitimacy as
measured by the proportion of births that are
illegitimate may differ from that measured by
the illegitimacy rate. The proportion illegitimate
is influenced both by levels of marital fertility
(in the denominator) and by illegitimate or nen-
marital fertility (in the numerator). The ideal
situation would be to compare illegitimacy rates
by mother’s educational attainment and race.
Unfortunately it is not possible to do so on an
annual basis because the requisite population de-
nominators by educational attainment are not
available. However, it is possible to make esti-
mates of these rates for census years. Such rates
for 1970 are shown in table O.

There was a fairly consistent pattern in the
rates by age within each educational-attainment
category. That is, the estimated illegitimacy
rate was generally highest at ages 20-24 years
and then declined for each successively older
age group. On the average and for women
aged 15-19 years the illegitimacy rates were
highest for women who completed exactly 12
years of schooling. Rates for women 20-24 and
25-34 years of age were highest for those with
9-11 years of education. The highest rates for
women 35-44 years of age were observed for
those with 0-8 years of schooling. Rates for
women with some college were sharply lower
for all age groups.

These patterns for the out-of-wedlock birth
rate differ in some respects from those just



Table O. Estimated birth rates for unmarried women by educational attainment of mother, age of mother, and race: United States,

1970

[Rates are live births per 1,000 unmarried women in specified group. See appendix I for description of procedure used to estimate rates]

Age of mother
1 1544
Years of school completed by mother and race years2 || 15-19 | 20-24 | 2534 | 3544
vears | years | years | yearsS

Total® . 259 || 227 | 384 | 207 7.4

White?® 136 11.0 223 16.2 4.0
Black? 96.5 929.2 | 137.0 84.0 21.6
0-8 years 26.4 17.3 55.4 39.2 12.7
White 12.3 7.2 32,0 22.2 6.7
Black 733 58.8 | 117.6 79.6 26.5
911 years 29.2 21.8 | 1206 65.1 121
White 129 9.6 64.9 33.5 6.3
Black 1124 || 102.7 | 229.7 | 122.2 26.8

12 years 324 325 49.6 27.8 5.2
White 19.7 18.9 313 171 33
Black 110.8 || 1456 | 1443 77.7 16.4
13-15 years 13.3 13.5 14.9 145 28
White 9.3 8.5 10.6 9.6 1.9
Black 55.2 70.5 65.6 45.7 9.2

16 years or more 44 - 7.6 4.0 1.0
White 3.7 - 5.8 3.2 0.6
Black 17.2 - 354 15.2 -

ITotal for years of school completed by mother includes races other than white and black.
Rates computed by relating total births, regardless of age of mother, to unmarried women aged 15-44 years.
Rates computed by relating births to mothers aged 35 and over to unmarried women aged 35-44 years.
Rates for ages 15-44, 15-19, and 20-24 differ from rates previously published and elsewhere in this report because population
denominators are 1970 census figures rather than 3-year averages of Current Population Survey estimates; see appendixes I and II.

noted for the proportion of all births that are
illegitimate. The percent illegitimate was con-
sistently highest for births to teenage women in
each educational-attainment category. Addi-
tionally, the proportions illegitimate were
generally highest for births to women with 9-11
years of schooling, regardless of age, while
there was no comparably consistent pattern in
the illegitimacy rates.

Standardized out-of-wedlock birth rates by
educational attainment, age of mother, and
race were computed to determine whether
differences in the distribution of black and
white unmarried women by educational attain-
ment would tend to influence the observed
racial differential. The standardized rates were
computed using as the standard the distribu-

tion of all unmarried women, regardless of
race, by age and educational attainment, accord-
ing to the 1970 census.

The unadjusted rates were 96.5 for black
women and 13.6 for white women, a differential
of 7.1; the corresponding standardized rates
were 90.4 and 13.7, a differential of 6.6. Thus
there was only a very slight reduction in the
racial differential when the rates were stand-
ardized for differences in the educational
attainment of black and white women. This
finding reflects the fact that the racial dif-
ferential is highest for women 15-19 years old,
regardless of educational attainment, and is
especially great for women with 9-11 years of
schooling. Teenage women constitute about
half of all unmarried women 15-44 years of age
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(the denominator of the illegitimacy rate),
and unmarried teenage women with 9-11 years
of schooling contribute nearly one-third of all
the out-of-wedlock births (the numerator of
the rate). Thus standardization has little effect
on the overall racial differential.

It is apparent that the risk of illegitimacy
as measured by the illegitimacy rate declines
with the increasing educational attainment
of the mother; this is true for both black and
white women. However, controlling for socio-
economic status, as was done here using the
mother’s educational attainment, evidently has
virtually no effect on the racial differential.
Other evidence based on data for poverty and
nonpoverty areas of large cities also points to
a persistent racial differential in illegitimacy
even when the poverty status of area of resi-
dence is accounted for.28 There continues to
be a gap in the incidence of illegitimacy, regard-
less of the measure used, between the black and
white populations.

HEALTH ASPECTS OF CHILD-
BEARING BY UNMARRIED WOMEN

Unmarried mothers are in many ways at a
disadvantage with respect to raising a child
compared with married mothers. First, in the
majority of cases they are very young: more
than 52 percent were under 20 years of age
in 1975, and 28.5 percent were 17 years of
age and under. They may not be fully mature
physically or emotionally. More likely than not
they have not completed high school, and the
chances of their doing so after the birth of a
child are slim, particularly if they keep the
child. A 1971 study of a national sample of
teenage women showed that among those with
an illegitimate first birth, 86 percent had kept
the babies and were still living with them when
surveyed.! 9 Such women are less prepared to
provide for a child’s growth and development
than are married mothers, among whom only
13.4 percent were teenagers in 1975.

Data from other studies indicate that ‘‘there
are indeed differences in the life chances of
legitimate and illegitimate children.””2? Using
recent California data, Beth Berkov and June
Sklar found a higher risk of an illegitimate
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child’s dying in the first year of life. They found
a declining level of adoption of out-of-wedlock
children, a pattern of less subsequent marriage
among unwed mothers and fewer stable mar-
riages among those who do marry. (See also
references 30 and 31.) Although mortality
rates for infants under 28 days old (neonatal
period) were higher than rates for infants of
28 days to 1 year of age (postneonatal period),
the differential by legitimacy status was con-
siderably greater in the postneonatal period,
indicating, as the authors put it, that “... once

outside the hospital, the children are exposed
to economic and social conditions that negate

[the] advances [in prenatal, obstetrical, and
neonatal intensive care] and reduce their later
life chances.” There is also evidence that the
incidence of childbearing by unmarried women
is higher among poverty groups than among
higher income populations.? 8

In the sections that follow, four health
factors in childbearing are discussed as they
relate to illegitimacy: low birth weight, pre-
natal care, attendant at birth, and fetal death.
It is shown here that for each factor except
attendant at birth, the child born out of wed-
lock is at a definite disadvantage compared
with the child born to a married woman.

Low Birth Weight

The incidence of low-birth-weight babies,
that is, those bom weighing 2,500 grams (5
pounds 8 ounces) or less, has been directly
related to a number of factors, including mater-
nal nutrition, health, poverty status, and access
to prenatal care.28.32 These are considered
the principal variables determining the incidence
of low birth weight in addition to any possi-
ble genetic factors. The relationship between
low birth weight and problems in the infant’s
subsequent growth and development have been
well documented.33

There are wide differences between legiti-
mate and illegitimate infants in the incidence
of low birth weight. These differences persist
even when the data are controlled for race,
age of mother, educational attainment of
mother, month of pregnancy prenatal care
began, and live-birth order. Overall, the pro-
portion of low-weight births among illegiti-
mate infants was about twice as high as the



comparable proportion for legitimate babies
(12.9 percent compared with 6.5 percent—
table P).

There are striking differences in the inci-
dence of low birth weight between white and
black infants. Among births occurring to resi-
dents of the legitimacy reporting area in 1975,
13.2 percent of black infants weighed less
than 2,501 grams compared with 6.3 percent
of white infants. Legitimacy status is more
critical with respect to the incidence of low
birth weight for white than for black infants.
Among white births 10.0 percent of illegiti-
mate babies were of low birth weight, about
two-thirds more than the comparable proportion
for legitimate babies, 6.0 percent. In contrast
15.0 percent of black illegitimate babies were of
low birth weight, about one-third more than the
proportion of low-weight legitimate infants,
11.5 percent. The levels of low birth weight
are high for black babies, regardless of legiti-
macy status.

The proportion of low-birth-weight infants
is substantially higher among babies bomn to
young mothers, both married and unmarried
(table P). The incidence of low birth weight
for births to 15-year-olds, for example, was
13.0 percent in 1975, more than two-thirds
higher than the average of 7.5 percent for
all births. Infants born to unmarried mothers,
however, even at the youngest ages, were more
likely to be of low weight than were babies
born to married mothers. This may result from
the greater likelihood that a young unmarried
girl who is pregnant will attempt to conceal
this fact for as long as possible; she may not
maintain adequate nutrition for her condition,
and she may resort to dieting to keep her
weight down.

Both legitimate and illegitimate infants
borm to mothers in their twenties were less
likely to be of low birth weight. There was a
steady decline in the incidence of low birth
weight for legitimate babies through ages 25-29.

Table P. Percent low birth weight, by marital status of mother, age of mother, and race: total of 38 reporting States and the District of
Columbia, 1975

[Low birth weight is 2,500 grams or less]

W

Age of mother

: AH 16-17 years 18-19 years 35
Marital status and
arital SISTUS BNATECE | ages || Under 2024 | 25:20 | 3034 | years
years Total 15 16 17 Total 18 19 years | years | years | and
years | years | years years | years over
Total
All races? .... 7.5 14.9 11.1 13.0| 116 10.3 9.3 9.7 9.0 7.1 6.1 6.8 8.5
White... ... 6.3 12.0 9.0 || 1086 9.5 8.3 7.6 8.0 7.4 6.0 5.4 6.0 7.5
[ F:1e] O, 13.2 16.9 154 || 16.2 | 153 15.1 144 144 | 143 128 | 11.3 12.1 13.1
Married
Al racest ... 6.5 12.6 9.1 11.2 9.9 8.4 8.0 8.3 7.7 6.4 5.7 6.4 8.0
Whiteeeeereenreasscarseonnsasans 6.0 124 85 || 10.7 9.3 7.8 7.2 7.5 7.0 5.8 5.3 5.9 7.3
BlacK....ccerecerasceasssnnanees 115 14.2 146 17.0 158 | 13.7 134 13.8 | 13.1 115 | 103 109 119
Unmarried
All racesl.......... 129 156.3 13.2 || 13.8| 13.0 | 13.0 12.6 125 | 127 124 | 124 14.2 14.7
WHitBuuessesssssnsesassannascses 10.0 11.8 10.0 104 10.0 9.8 9.7 9.8 8.5 9.6 102 | 11.8 12.1
BlaCK coseereeemsaccsessnnsasces 15.0 17.0 15.5 16.1 15.2 | 15.5 148 | 146 15.1 14.6 142 | 16.0 16.7

lIncludes races other than white and black.
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Among illegitimate infants the levels of low
birth weight declined slightly through ages
20-24 and then increased for births to mothers
35 and over to nearly the same level as that for
births to young teenagers. The gap in birth
weight between legitimate and illegitimate
infants generally increased with age, as data in
table P show for births in 1975.

The relationships of low birth weight to age
of mother and legitimacy status within each
racial group were similar to the pattern just
described, although not as consistent as for
all births combined. As mentioned earlier,
however, the incidence of low birth weight
was nearly always higher for black than for
white births.

Educational aitainment of mother.—Babies
bom to unmarried mothers were more likely
to be of low birth weight than were infants
born to married mothers, even when the educa-
tional attainment of the mother was held
constant. That is, within the same educational-
attainment-of-mother category, the incidence
of low birth weight was higher for illegitimate
than for legitimate babies. This was true, with-
out exception, regardless of race or live-birth
order, according to data from 33 States and
the District of Columbia that reported both
educational attainment and legitimacy status in
1975 (table Q). For example, among births to
mothers with only an elementary school educa-
tion the proportion of low birth weight for

Table Q. Percent low birth weight by marital status of mother, live-birth order, educational attainment of mother, and race: total of 33
reporting States and the District of Columbia, 1975

[Low birth weight is 2,500 grams or less]

All races! White Black
Live-birth order and years of school completed by mother
Married | Unmarried || Married | Unmarried | Married | Unmarried
All births?

ATl years 0f SChOOID ... eeceeceer e sesssrereesesanssesens 6.5 12.8 59 9.9 11.4 15.0

0-8 years..... 2.0 14.3 8.5 11.8 12.6 16.7
9-11 years... 8.6 13.3 7.9 10.2 12.6 15.6
12 years...... 6.1 11.7 5.6 9.0 11.0 13.7
13-15 years........ 5.5 11.5 5.0 9.7 104 129
16 YRArS OF MOTCuiiiicrrcreeeertntensressnesissssmamsssrsasirsassonsessssaseseessans 4.9 109 4.5 7.7 9.3 141

1st birth

All years of school® ........ Cevesrassueenr st e ast e e ne et et reren 6.6 11.9 6.1 9.4 1.9 14.2

0-8 Y BAIS ... rereernvenmentererreesersororasarceereeseresaresssesnasasarmnas oese srensnsson 93 14.2 9.0 11.4 14.5 17.0
BT YRAIS cerercrtriiceeessrsestierraresse s eranen srararseressas e sessasasssssnnssens 8.4 124 8.0 9.7 13.4 14.8
12 years...... 6.3 10.7 5.9 8.5 11.7 12.8
13-15 years.....cucu.. 5.8 10.5 5.3 8.9 11.3 119
16 YEAIS OF MOI€.uereeenirerenerseerrrarseensensneessssseessrssnnesrsensnrsrsananss 5.3 10.1 4.9 8.0 10.5 12.6

Birth of 2d or higher order

All years of School® .....sveerreemvserresrnsermsrsessssansisesees 6.4 14.3 5.8 11.2 11.1 15.9

0-8B YBAIS coeeeuceeeiiiuceermmertiaiitmeasrersenasttrneransstssaesssrmmmssssssonsarsonsans 8.9 14.5 8.3 12.3 12.3 16.4
9-11 years... 8.7 149 7.9 11.5 124 16.6
12 years...... 6.0 13.2 5.4 10.2 10.7 14.8
13-15 years........... 5.2 13.6 4.7 11.8 9.9 14.5
16 years or more 4.5 13.1 |i 4,2 6.1 8.2 18.0

lncludes races other than white and black.

Figures for live-birth order not stated are included in totals but are not shown separately.
Figures for years of school completed not stated are included in totals but are not shown separately.
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illegitimate babies was 14.3 percent compared
with 9.0 percent for legitimate infants. Similarly,
among births to mothers who had completed
college, 10.9 percent of the illegitimate babies
weighed less than 2,501 grams compared with
4.9 percent of the legitimate infants.

The gap between legitimate and illegitimate
babies tended to widen as educational attain-
ment of the mother increased, beginning with
births to mothers with some high school educa-
tion. Thus, for example, the level of low birth
weight among out-of-wedlock infants born to
mothers with 9-11 years of schooling was 55
percent higher than that for infants born to
married women, while for births to college
graduate mothers, it was 122 percent higher

" for illegitimate babies. These patterns held for
both white and black births and for both first
and higher order births. However, as has already
been noted, black babies were far more likely
to be of low birth weight than were white infants,
even within the same educational-attainment
category (figure 4). Moreover, the incidence
of low birth weight for white illegitimate infants
was consistently lower than that for black
legitimate babies within each educational-
attainment category for total and for first
births.

Prenatal care.—The influence of prenatal
care on birth weight is not necessarily a direct
one. That is, it is possible, as some studies have
suggested,34 that it is the educational attain-
ment of the mother that determines when the
mother will seek care, and this in turn has an
impact on the outcome of the pregnancy.

Babies whose married mothers sought pre-
natal care early in their pregnancies were less
likely to be of low birth weight than those
whose mothers sought care late in pregnancy
or not at all, according to data for 33 States
and the District of Columbia that reported
this information in 1975 (table R). This was
generally true for both white and black infants.

The influence of the month of pregnancy
that prenatal care began on low birth weight
for out-of-wedlock births was quite different.
For illegitimate births the percent of low birth
weight declined as the month prenatal care
began advanced. However, a tabulation showing
only those out-of-wedlock births that were
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Figure 4, Percent low birth weight by marital status of mother,
years of school completed by mother, and race: total of
33 reporting States and the District of Columbia, 1975

full term (a gestation of 37 weeks or longer)
indicates that for these infants, early initiation
of prenatal care was associated with lower
proportions of low-weight infants. Premature
low-weight out-of-wedlock infants are evidently
more heavily represented in the earlier care
than in the later care categories, and it is this
fact that caused the anomalous finding just
noted.

Prenatal Care

There are many factors supporting the
potential value of prenatal care begun in early
pregnancy, and there is evidence associating the
absence of medical supervision with a con-
siderable increase in the risk of an unfavorable
outcome of pregnancy.34-38
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According to data from 33 States and the
District of Columbia (table S), in 1975 unmar-
ried women began prenatal care later in preg-
nancy and made fewer prenatal visits than did
married women. Almost 4 times more unmarried
than married women began prenatal care late in
pregnancy (in the third trimester) or had no
care at all (16.2 percent compared with 4.3
percent).

According to data in table S, unwed mothers
were far more likely to have received late or no

prenatal care than were married mothers regard-
less of race. For white infants, 18.9 percent
of the unmarried mothers compared with only
3.9 percent of the married mothers began
prenatal care in the last trimester. or had no
care at all. The comparable proportions for
black infants were 13.6 percent for unmarried
mothers and 7.5 percent for married mothers.
If the comparison is restricted to the proportion
of mothers who received no care at all (the
incidence of low birth weight in this group

Table R. Percent low birth weight by month of pregnancy prenatal care began, marital status of mother, and race: total of 33 reporting
States and the District of Columbia, 1975

[Low birth weight is 2,500 grams or less]

All races?! White Black
Month of pregnancy prenatal care began
Married | Unmarried || Married | Unmarried | Married | Unmarried
6.5 12.8 6.0 10.0 11.5 15.1
5.9 12.5 5.5 9.2 10.8 149
6.2 12.2 5.7 9.2 11.2 14.3
4th-6th month... 7.5 12.2 6.7 9.3 11.6 14.5
7th-9th month... 7.4 108 6.8 8.9 109 13.4
No prenatal Care ....cccvcccceumeecererrvecererreens 15.8 25.3 14.3 215 225 294
NOT STated......ceiiriiecieisciiniiientetiresssesanasensrnntesssssvseresonnaees mnness 8.4 154 7.5 13.4 13.3 16.6

lincludes races other than white and black.

Table S. Total number and percent distribution of live births by month of pregnancy prenata! care began, according to marital status of
mother and race: total of 33 reporting States and the District of Columbia, 1975

[ Figures for month of pregnancy prenatal care began not stated are distributed]

All races! White Black
Month of pregnancy prenatal care began
Married Unmarried Married Unmarried Married Unmarried
Number of live births..........c.oe... 1,536,221 256,449 || 1,350,866 104,840 | 148,397 144,749
Percent distribution
Totaloeeiinrricirnennns 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
LET T2 To Ia I3 o To R € 1 DO 48.4 21.9 49.8 20.3 37.9 23.2
3d MONtH it cccereerscererrer s cssarraecsmensssans 28.3 216 286 211 26.0 22,2
Ath-6th MONTH c..cciriicencrciee e rressneec e ssssescsnreseness 19.0 40.3 17.8 39.7 28.7 41.0
THh-9th MONTH eceeeertrreeeereercierece et s soeaeenae 3.5 11.9 3.1 14.2 5.8 9.8
No prenatal care.......c..eeceeerrunanns 0.9 4.3 0.8 4.7 1.7 3.8

lncludes races other than white and black.
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averaging about 20 percent), it is seen that
unmarried mothers were less likely to secure
care than were married mothers. Overall, 4.3
percent of all unwed mothers compared with
0.9 percent of the married mothers failed to
receive any prenatal care. The relationships
by legitimacy status for white and black births
were comparable to those for total births.

Compared with married mothers, unmarried
mothers were more likely not only to begin
prenatal care later in pregnancy but also to make
fewer visits for prenatal care (table T). In 1975,
overall, married mothers had 10.0 visits for
prenatal care compared with 7.4 visits for
unmarried mothers. The differential by legiti-
macy status was observed for both white and
black births and for each category of month
" prenatal care began. In other words, the amount
of prenatal care received by an unmarried mother
was less than that received by a married mother,
regardless of race or of what point in her preg-
nancy she first sought care.

Attendant at Birth and Place
of Delivery

Nearly the same proportion of illegitimate
as of legitimate births occurred in hospitals in
1975. In that year 99.0 percent of births to
married women and 98.4 percent of out-of-
wedlock births were delivered in hospitals. These
figures indicate considerable improvement in the
proportions of hospital deliveries of illegitimate

births since 1964, when only 89.1 percent of
these infants were delivered in hospitals. The
proportion changed little for legitimate babies;
it was 97.7 percent in 1964.

In most States there was also very little
difference between the proportions of hospital
deliveries for legitimate and for illegitimate
births. There was only one State, Alaska, in
which less than 95 percent of all illegitimate
births were delivered in hospitals in 1975
(the proportion was 92.6 percent); the com-
parable proportion for legitimate births in
Alaska was 97.2 percent. This represents a con-
siderable change from the situation in 1964.8
In that year, in Mississippi, for example, only
about half (51.0 percent) of the out-of-wedlock
infants were delivered in hospitals. By 1975
this proportion had increased to 95.5 percent.
Similarly, in Alabama, only 56.4 percent of
illegitimate births occurred in hospitals in
1964 whereas by 1975 this proportion had
risen to 95.2 percent. The percents of hospital
births increased considerably in several other
States, mostly in the South, but not by as much
as in Mississippi or Alabama. (These data are
available upon request to the Division of Vital
Statistics, NCHS.)

The increase in hospital deliveries has been
accompanied by a concomitant decline in
midwife-attended births outside of hospitals,
particularly for births of black and other races
in the South. In Mississippi, where 46.2 percent
of illegitimate births of black and other races

Table T. Median number of prenatal visits by month of pregnancy prenatal care began, marital status of mother, and race: total of 32
reporting States and the District of Columbia, 1975

[Refers only to births for which prenatal care was received. Figures for number of prenatal visits not stated are distributed]

All races? " White Black
Month of pregnancy prenatal care began
Married | Unmarried {| Married | Unmarried | Married | Unmarried
Total? 10.0 7.4 JL 10.1 7.8 8.7 7.2
1st and 2d month 110 9.8 11.0 10.2 10.5 9.6
3d month 9.8 8.8 2.9 9.2 9.1 8.4
4th-6th month 7.7 6.6 7.8 7.0 6.7 6.2
7th-9th month 3.7 3.3 3.9 3.6 3.2 3.1

lincludes races other than white and black.

Includes births for which prenatal care was received, but for which month of pregnancy care began was not stated. Medians are not

computed for this group separately.
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were delivered by midwives in 1964, only 3.2
percent were attended by midwives in 1975.
The largest proportion of such deliveries in
1975 was for out-of-wedlock births to Alaskan
residents of other than white race (7.3 percent).

Differentials in the Incidence
of Fetal Deaths

Another measure of the differences in
apparent health status of and in prenatal care
received by married and unmarried women is
the relative frequency of fetal death. The
World Health Organization has defined a fetal
death as any termination of pregnancy other
than a live birth, and, as such, statistics on fetal
deaths include induced abortions as well as
stillbirths and miscarriages. In practice, however,
very few if any induced abortions are included
in fetal death statistics since the latter are
based on registered fetal deaths occurring
after 20 weeks of gestation.

Data on fetal deaths are characterized by a
substantial degree of underreporting.?26 In
addition there may be differences in reporting
by legitimacy status or race, but the extent of
these differences is not known.

A sizable reduction has occurred in the
levels of reported fetal deaths to married and
unmarried women of both major color groups
since 1965, in contrast to the relatively un-
changed proportions of fetal deaths in the
previous 10 years (table U and figure 5). Overall,
the incidence of fetal deaths among married
women declined from 14.6 fetal deaths per
1,000 live births in 1965 to 10.2 in 1975, a
decline of 30 percent. The ratio for unmarried
women declined from 25.5 to 15.9, a reduction
of 38 percent.

In recent years the differential by legitimacy
status in the fetal death ratio has declined
somewhat. There had been virtually no change
in this differential in the 1960-73 period. In
1965, for example, the ratio for unmarried

32

Table U. Fetal death ratios by marital status of mother and
color: reporting States, 1960, 1965, and 1970-75

[Ratios are fetal deaths per 1,000 live births in specified group.
Fetal deaths include only those with stated or presumed
period of gestation of 20 weeks or more]

Color and year Total || Married | Unmarried

11.0 10.2 15.9

1.7 109 17.0

12.6 11.6 19.5

13.1 121 19.9

13.8 13.0 20.6

14.1 13.2 223

15.5 14.6 25.5
1960 ...coccremreanrennnna 15.8 16.1 27.4

White
1975 2.6 9.3 13.5
1974 10.3 10.0 14.6
1973 10.9 10.5 17.1
1972 114 11.0 17.0
1971 . 12.2 11.9 17.7
1970 ...eeiecccreenvermirtrerrersasonns 12.5 12.0 19.7
1965 133 13.0 20.8
1960 13.8 13.6 229
All other

1975 - 16.7 16.0 174
1974 uoecicvereerssssonnccsscssneasenns 17.9 17.4 184
1973 19.7 18.7 21.0
1972 20.6 19.8 21.7
) £ I esressaeenens 21.1 204 224
1970 221 209 24.3
1965 ..oevienrrinnrenssniarsssesssiessns 25.8 24,7 28.5
1960 .oveeorsnnermenssnesssessansssann 26.2 25.2 29.6

NOTE: Reporting area in each year includes all States
reporting both live births and fetal deaths by legitimacy status.
In 1975 this reporting area included 38 States.

women, 25.5, was 75 percent higher than the
ratio for married women, 14.6. By 1975 the
ratio for unmarried women, 15.9, was 56
percent greater than that for married women,
10.2. Most of the differential in fetal death
ratios by legitimacy status is observed for the
white population. In 1975 the ratio for white
unmarried women was 45 percent higher than
that for white married women, while the ratio
for unmarried women of black and other races
was just 9 percent greater than the ratio for
married women of black and other races.
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Table 1. Estimated birth rates for unmarried women by age of mother for the United States, 1940-76; and by age of mother and race for the United
States, 1940, 1950, and 1955-76

[Rates are live births per 1,000 unmarried women in specified age group]

Age of mother

1544 15-19 years
Race and year years? 20-24 | 25.29 | 3034 | 3539 | 4044
Total 1517 | 1819 | vears years years years years2
years years
ALL RACES
19765 24.7|| 24.0|| 193 | 325} 322| 275| 17.8 89 25
FO7B2 o vevmseiserimssessssssssssisssassiansisssarassessassssssssmnessenssessssssasssasesass 248l 242|| 185| 328| 316 | 280| 181 9.1 26
19743 241 23.2|| 18.0] 314 | 309 | 284| 186| 100 26
19733 245| 220|| 188 | 306 | 31.8| 300 205| 108 3.0
19723 249 229|] 186 | 31.0| 334 | 31.1| 228| 120 3.1
19714 266| 224|| 176 | 317 | 356 | 347 253| 133 3.5
19707 o roeeseesmsenmssesesessesssssass assrssanssnassrstsnsessassesntansesasssessassesees 26.4| 224 17.1 | 329 | 384 | 370 271 | 136 3.5
19694 248 204 152 | 308} 373 | 379| 270| 136 36
19684 2431 19.7|| 147 | 206 | 372 | 383| 278 148 3.8
19675 ..... 23.71| 185|| 138 276 | 381 | 411 289 153 4.0
19664 233 175]|] 13.1| 256 | 390 | 451 | 327| 163 4.1
1965% 23.4( 167 - — | 3968| 49.1| 37.2| 174 4.5
1964* 23.0|| 159 - —| 395 499| 33.9| 163 44
19634 22.5( 153 — - | 399 | 488 331 | 16. 43
19624 219( 148 - - | 40,7{ 466| 206 | 156 4.1
19614 227 || 16.0 - —~ 1 414 464 | 282| 154 39
1960% 216 153 - — | 39.7| 451 278} 144 3.
19594 218|| 155 - —~ | 402 441 | 281 144 3.3
19584 21.2|| 153 - — | 382 405] 275| 133 3.2
19574 210|| 158 - — | 373 | 368! 268 121 3.1
19564 20.4 || 156 - —| 34! 356| 246 111 2.8
1955 1ovuusruearsesssessessssessssssasssnsasssssssssasaarssesasssiomtsessasssssssrasnssssssesesen 18.3 || 15. - - | 335 335| 220 105 2.7
19544 18.7 || 149 - —~ | 314 31.0| 204| 103 2.5
19534 169 || 13.8 - ~ | 280| 276| 173 9.0 24
1952% 15.8| 135 - — | 254 | 248 157 8.2 1.9
19514 15.1 || 13.2 - —~ | 232 | 228 146 7.6 2.2
1950 14.1]| 126 - —~| 213 | 199 ] 133 7.2 20
1949 13.3 || 120 - -~ | 210 180 | 114 6.8 19
1948 125 114 - —~{ 198 164 | 100 5.8 1.6
1947 121 (] 11.0 - — | 189 | 157 8.2 5.6 1.8
1946 10.9 9.5 - - | 173 | 1586 73 44 1.8
1945 10.1 9.5 - — | 153 | 121 7.1 4.1 1.6
1944 9.0 8.8 - ~ 1 131 | 104 7.0 4.0 13
1943 83 84 - - | 114 8.8 6.7 3.8 13
1942 8.0 8.2 - - | 110 84 6.3 3.8 1.2
1941 7.8 8.0 - -~ | 105 7.8 6.0 3.7 1.4
1940 7.1 74 - - 9.5 7.2 5.1 34 1.2
WHITE
19763 127 || 124 89| 170 | 160 | 144 | 102 5.5 1.4
19753 126 || 121 s.7| 166 | 157 | 151} 100 54 1.5
19743 1.8 ]| 11.1 89 | 154 | 152 | 149 9.6 55 1.5
19733 1.9 107 85| 150 156 ] 161 ] 107 5.9 1.7
19723 120|{ 105 81| 151 16.7 | 166 | 124 6.4 1.6
19714 125 || 103 74| 1598 | 188 | 186 | 133 7.2 1.9
1970% 139 || 109 75| 176} 225 | 211 | 142 76 2.0
19694 134 9.8 66 | 1866 | 2.0 | 225| 151 7.6 | 2.0
35-445

1968+ 13.1 9.7 62| 166 | 230 | 221 | 150 4.7

1967° 12,5 83 56 | 153 | 23.0 | 227 | 140 47

19664 119 85 54| 141 | 226 | 234 | 157 49

1965% 116 79 - — | 220 | 243 | 166 49

See footnotes at end of table.

37



Table 1. Estimated birth rates for unmarried women by age of mother for the United States, 1940-76; and by age of mother and race for the United
States, 1940, 1950, and 1955-76-Con.

[Rates are live births per 1,000 unmarried women in specified age group|]

Age of mother

15-44 15-19 years
Race and year years? 2024 | 2520 | 30.34 | 3530 | 4044
T 15-17 {1819 | vyears years years years years?
otal
years years
WHITE—Con. 35-44°
11.0 7.4 —| 211| 240! 159 4.8
10.5 7.0 - —1 207| 21.9] 142 4.6
9.8 6.5 - —| 199} 198] 128 4.3
10.0 7.1 - —| 197] 194 13 4.2
9.2 6.6 - —| 182 182] 108 3.9
9.2 6.5 - —| 183 176 107 3.6
8.8 6.3 - —1 173 158]| 108 3.4
86 6.4 - —| 166 146]| 105 3.0
8.3 6.2 - -1 163} 14.0 9.2 3.0
7.9 6.0 —| 150 133 86 2.8
6.1 5.1 - -1 100 8.7 5.9 2.0
3.6 33 - - 5.7 4.0 2.5 1.2
781 846 69.0 |1124] 1031 | 76.8| 443]| 188 6.9
804 881 720 | 1174 103.8] 753 487| 201 7.0
815| 888 743 |1159| 1043 788| 516 23.3 6.7
842|| 89.7(| 76.5 | 1146]| 1089 | 824 | 564 26.2 7.2
86.9| 92.7( 781 |1206| 1131 | 845| 563| 290 8.2
1O7T ettt eeer e ee e eee st en s s ettt s s nanen 906 || 924 75.7 |126.5| 1210 933 | 657| 322 10.4
19704 89.9( ¢o.8| 73.3 |126.5| 121.0| 93.8| 69.8| 320 10.7
19694 848 84.2| 673 |1189| 1154 | 938| 69.0( 333 104
35445
19682 ..ottt 85.1| 821 66.4 | 1154 116.4] 1000 75.8 24.6
1967° 833 so.0| 4.1 |1145| 126.2| 1135 92.1 284
19BB% ..o ettt rer e ers et s senene 921| 774 1.2 | 1133 1370 | 1380 1133 333
[T OO 974 771 -1 147.8 | 161.0 | 131.9 38.7
1964% .o rtreeerrioennines 97.2|| 75.5 - —| 1582} 1649 | 127.0 34.4
19634 ..ot 97.2(| 753 — —| 156.3 | 1689 | 120.8 34.4
12T 5 R 976 755 - —| 1885 | 171.3 | 113.2 35.5
19614 101.0|} 788 - ~| 165.8 | 171.3 | 111.0 37.4
19602 .ot ienenreesen s ines 983 |l 76.5 — —| 1665 | 171.8| 104.0 356
....... 100.8|| 80.8 — —1 167.8 | 168.0 | 106.5 349
97.8|| 804 ~| 183.2 | 161.2 | 1105 325
9531 814 - | 147.7 | 1426 | 1151 30.3
9211{f 79.6 - - | 1435 | 132.7 | 113.7 27.0
87.2|| 7786 - —| 133.0 | 125.2 | 1009 25.3
71.2|| 685 - —~| 1054 | 942| 635 20.0
356 425 - —| 461} 325| 234 9.3
83.2( 916| 746 |1216] 1083 | 81.1| 459 19.0 7.0
856 | 951l 77.7 | 126.8| 1099 | 781 51.0| 203 7.2
866 951 79.4 | 1249 1112 | 825| 523 ) 242 6.7
19733 . 895| 960 81.9 |123.0| 117.2| 80| 581 | 274 1.7
19723 92,2 988| 829 |129.8| 1220 | 89.7| 57.7| 302 8.5
19714 96.5|| 99.1(| 809 |136.3| 131.1 | 1004 | 69.0| 327 94
1970% 955| 969 77.9 {136.4| 131.5 | 10098 | 71.8| 329 104
1969% ... 90.0|| 903 720 {1284 12563 | 995| 70.1| 343 10.1

1Rates computed by relating total out-of-wedlock births, regardless of age of mother, to unmarried women aged 15-44 years.
2Rates computed by relating births to unmarried mothers aged 40 years and over to unmarried women aged 40-44 years.
Based on 100 percent of births in selected States and on a 50-percent sample of births in all other States; see appendix I.

Based on a 50-percent sample of births.
Based on a 20- to 50-percent sample of births.

SRates computed by relating births to unmarried mothers aged 35 years and over to unmarried women aged 35-44 years.
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Table 2. Estimated number of live births to unmarried women by age of mother and race: United States, 1940-76

{Refers only to births occurring within the United States. Alaska included beginning 1959 and Hawaii, 1960. Figures by race may not add to totals because of rounding. Figures
for age of mother not stated are distributed]

Age of mother
All 15-19 years 40

Race and year ages || UN%er 2024 | 2529 | 3034 | 3539 | vears

years Total 15 16 17 18 19 years years years years and

years years years years years over

ALL RACES
19761 468,100 10,300 | 225,000 )| 22,900 | 41,700} 51,900 | 55,900 | 52,600 | 145400 | 55400 | 21,000 8,600 2,300
19752 447,900 ] 11,000 | 222,500 | 23,800 | 41,400 | 51,600 | 55,600 | 50,200 | 134,000} 50,200 | 19,800 8,100 2,300
19741 418,100|| 10,600 | 210,800 || 23,100 | 40,100 | 49,800 | 51,500 | 46,200 | 122,700 | 44,900 | 18,600 8,200 2,300
19731 407,300{| 10,900 | 204,900 |( 23,000 | 39,600 | 48,700 | 49,100 | 44,400 | 119,100| 43,100 | 18,500 8,200 2,600
19721 403,200 9,900 | 202,300 || 22,500 | 38,400 | 47,600 | 49,200| 44,500 | 119,600 | 41,200 { 19,000 8,600 2,700
19712 401,400 9,500 | 194,100 || 20,400 | 35,500 | 44,900 | 47,800 | 45400 | 125,200 40,900 | 19,300 9,400 3,000
19702 398,700 9,500 | 190,400 || 19,300 | 34,000 | 42,800 | 47,500 | 46,800 | 126,700 | 40,600 | 19,100 9,400 3,000
19692 360,800 8,300 | 168,200 || 16,700 | 29,100 | 37,500 | 42,400} 42,500 | 116,900 | 37,600 ( 17,700 9,200 3,100
19682 339,200 7,700 | 158,000 || 15400 | 27,000 | 35,500 | 38,500 | 40,700 | 107,900 | 35,200 | 17,200 9,700 3,300
1967 318,100 6,900 | 144,400 || 13,600 | 24,900 | 32,400 | 36,100 | 37,400 | 101,600 | 34,500 | 17,300 §{ 10,100 3,300
19662 302,400 6,200 | 135,800 {| 12,900 | 23,000 ] 30,000 | 34,000| 35,800 92,500 | 35,500 | 18,400 | 10,500 3,400
19652 291,200 6,100 | 123,200 || 12,200 | 21,200 § 28,400 | 32,700 | 28,700 90,700 | 36,800 | 19,600 | 11,400 3,700
19642 275,700 5,800 | 111,400 }| 11,300 | 20,200 27,200 ( 25,800 | 26,900 87,900 | 36400 | 19,500 | 11,100 3,600
19632 259,400 5,400 | 101,800| 10,700 | 18,600 | 21,700 ( 24,900 25,800 82,600 | 35400} 19,800 | 10,900 3,500
19622 245,100 5,100 94,400 || 10,1700 | 15,500 | 20,600 | 23,600 24,700 77,400 | 34,000 | 19,800 | 11,100 3,300
19612 240,200 5,200 93,200 9,000 1 15,500 | 20,500 24,600 23,500 74,000 | 33,700 | 19,800 | 11,100 3,200
196072 224,300(| 4,600 87,100 8,700 | 15,100 | 19,900 21,800| 21,600 68,000 32,100 | 18,800 | 10,600 3,000
19592 220,600 4,600 84,500 8,900 | 15,200| 19,100 | 20,900 | 20,600 67,300 | 32,000} 19,000 | 10,500 2,800
19582 208,700{| 4,400 79,400 8400 | 13,900 | 17,800 | 19,700 | 19,600 62,800 | 30,800 | 18,700 9,900 2,700
19572 201,700|| 4,600 76,400 8,200 { 13,900 | 17,300 | 19,000| 18,100 60,500( 29,800 | 18,200 9,400 2,800
19562 193,500 4,200 72,800 7,500 | 13,200 | 16,200 | 18400| 17,500 68,800 | 29,400 | 17,000 8,800 2,500
1955 183,300 3,200 68,900 7,200 | 11,900 | 15,700 | 17,2001 17,100 55,700 | 28,000 { 16,100 8,300 2,400
1517 1819
19542 176,600 3,900 67,200 33,600 33,500 53300| 26,600} 15500 7,900 2,200
19532 160,800 3,400 61,500 30,900 30,600 48,800 | 24,500 | 13,400 7,000 2,100
19522 150,300 3,200 58,700 30,700 28,000 45,500 | 22,400 [ 12400} 6,500 1,600
19512 146,500 3,200 57,400 29,200 28,300 43,900 | 22,000 | 11,900 6,200 1,900
1950 141,600 3,200 56,000 28,700 27,400 43,100 20,900 | 10,800 6,000 1,700
1949 133,200 3,100 53,300 27,200 26,100 40,300 19,500 9,700 5,600 1,600
1948 128,700 3,000 52,500 26,600 25,900 40,800 | 18,200 8,800 4,900 1,400
1947 131,900 2,900 52,900 - - - - - 43,100 | 18,100 8,700 | 4,800 1,500
1946 125,200 2300 | 49,000 - - - - - 43,200 17,000 7,800 4,400 1,300
1945 117,400 2,500 49,200 - - - - - 39,300 | 14,100 7,100 